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-STORY - 


I, Maehara Maki, someone who couldn’t make any 
acquaintances or friends in high school, finally had 
someone I can hang out with outside of school. A girl. 


Her name was Asanagi-san. The boys in my class called her 
‘The class’ second cutest girl’ behind her back. 


On Fridays, she would refuse her best friend, Amami, ‘the 
cutest girl in class’ invitation just to hang out in my house 
with me. 


Together, we played games, watched some movies, read 
some manga while eating junk foods like pizza and 
hamburgers, and chugging cola without a care in the 
world. To others, we may seem sloppy, but it was a 
precious, secret time together for Asanagi-san and myself. 
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Maehara 


CHAPTER 1 
THE SECOND CUTEST GIRL IN MY CLASS 


Sometimes, I wonder what exactly makes a friend, a ‘friend’. 

Could two people who were in the same class and talked with each other often be 
called friends? Or maybe, two people who went to the school cafeteria together and 
had lunch together often? 

No, right? Wouldn't that make them classmates? Acquaintances at most. I was still a 
student, so I might just be reaching by saying this, but I don’t think those cases 


would be different from talking or having lunch with your colleagues at work. 


With colleagues, while you might call them ‘acquaintances’, you would never call 
them ‘friends’ nor ‘buddies’. 


Personally, I think you need to have a more personal relationship with someone 
before you could call them a ‘friend’. 


Like hanging out somewhere after school or planning to meet up during our days off. 
Only after crossing that line could an ‘acquaintance’ become a ‘friend’. 


With that thought in mind, the number of people that I, Maehara Maki, could call a 
‘friend’ or ‘buddy’ was close to zero. 


Well, considering I was that kind of guy who would think about those things from the 
wee hours... From back when I was still in grade school until now, when I’ve already 
entered high school, every day I would go straight back home after school and would 
spend my days off playing video games at home unless I had something else to do. 

Of course, this rule also applied to my seatmate. 


“Good morning, Maehara-kun.” 


“Mm, good morning, Ooyama-kun.” 
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I did have a classmate who would talk to me like this. My seatmate, Ooyama-kun, we 
often made small talk like this because our hobbies matched. But, he had a friend 
from his middle school whom he had been hanging out with for lunch, so we never 
hung out during that period. 


Well actually, he had asked me to do exactly that once or twice before this, but as you 
could see, I wasn’t the most sociable guy, so I just made the atmosphere awkward for 
everyone. Since then, I’ve mostly eaten my lunch alone. 

We've been classmates for a while now, but we still called each other with our 
surnames and ‘-kun’ attached to it, that should give you a rough picture of our 
relationship. 

“Haah... I’m tired... I hope Saturday comes soon. You're with me right, Maehara-kun?” 
“You act like this all week long... Well, it isn’t like I disagree with you.” 

I said that, but it wasn’t like I would do anything special on the weekends. On 
weekdays, I would go to school, immediately go back home after it was over, then, I 


would play games or read manga until I fell asleep. 


On weekends, just erase the whole ‘go to school’ part and that was how my days 
went. That was why I’ve never looked forward to weekends. 


...Well, that was how I used to think... 


“Everyone, good morning ~ ! Everyone is tired of Monday because the weekend just 
ended, but still, let’s do our best together this week too ~ !” 


As everyone languidly walked into the classroom one after another, a single cheerful 
voice echoed throughout the classroom. 


“G-Good morning, Amami-san.” 
“Yo, Amami.” 
“Amamin, morning ~” 


As soon as she walked into the classroom, the previously quiet atmosphere inside 
the classroom changed and became more cheerful. 
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“Mhm! Everyone, good morning! Ehehe ~” 


The name of the girl who blew away the quiet atmosphere of the class with her smile 
was Amami Yuu. 


Her grandmother was a foreigner, so she was a quarter-blood, though her foreign 
blood seemed thicker. While her face looked Japanese, her blond hair and blue eyes 
made her look like she came out straight from an anime or manga. 

“As usual, our number one...’ 

co Right. 

As Ooyama-kun said, Amami-san was called ‘the cutest girl in class’ by the boys. 


Though, in her case, she could easily be the number one or two in the whole school. 


Both her appearance and personality were almost perfect— That was why a lot of 
people flocked to her. 


“Yuu, it’s still early in the morning, while it’s good that you're energetic at this hour, 
you need to turn down your volume a little bit, I could hear you from the hallway, 
you know? You don’t want to be a nuisance to the other class, right?” 


“Good morning, Umi! It’s a beautiful morning today, isn’t it?” 


“Yeah, yeah, good morning. But that’s the third time you greeted me like that this 
morning.” 


“Ehh, isn’t it fine? You’re my best friend after all~” 

“Even best friends only need to greet each other once in the morning!” 

“Boo, Umi is so cold!” 

There were a lot of girls surrounding Amami-san, among them, a girl with a cool look 
caught my eyes. She was the one who had been having a friendly conversation with 


Amami-san for a while now. 


Her name was Asanagi Umi, also known as ‘the class’ second cutest girl’. 
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“Okay, homeroom is about to begin! Everyone, take your seats quickly! Amami-san, 
that isn’t your seat!” 


The bell rang as our homeroom teacher entered the classroom. This was the signal 
for the whole class to return to their seats. 


“Uee~ Umi~!” 

“Yes, yes, I'll spoil you more later, okay? For now, just hang in there, Yuu-chan.” 
“What am I, a dog?!” 

When Asanagi-san teased Amami-san like that, everyone burst into laughter. 
This was the usual morning scene that unfolded every day in our class. 

“Okay, I'll take your attendance... Number one, Asanagi-san.” 

“Here.” 

“Number two, Amami-san.” 

“Tm here!” 


She was still on the way to her seat as she cheerfully raised her hand when her name 
got called. 


While the eyes of almost everyone in the class were focused on Amami-san, she was 
like the class’ mascot at this point, there were two pairs of eyes that were focusing 
on something else. 


Good morning. 

Mm. 

While the whole class was focused on Amami-san, Asanagi-san turned her gaze 
toward me, who was seated a bit further away from her seat and secretly waved her 


hand to greet me. 


“Huh? Did Asanagi-san just look over here?” 
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“Its probably just your imagination.” 
While deceiving Ooyama-kun, I secretly pulled out my phone from my pocket. 
(Asanagi-san): Hey, Maehara, can I come over after school this Friday? 


If I were to say something about our relationship, whether we were ‘mere 
classmates’ or ‘friends’ based on the standard I stated earlier... 


Asanagi Umi. 


She was ‘the class’ second prettiest girl’ and also the first person I could consider a 
‘friend’ 
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CHAPTER 2 
A CHANCE MEETING (1) 


I made my first friend, Asanagi-san. What sparked our friendship was something 
unexpected. 


It happened after the entrance ceremony, during our class’ first homeroom. 
* x x 
“Uhh... E-Ewery... Everyone...!” 
“Sensei, does that mean biting your tongue makes a good first impression ~ ?” 


The frozen atmosphere in the class eased up the moment a certain female student, 
whose name and face I didn’t recognize at the time, spoke up. 


“Tm sorry everyone, it’s my first time being a homeroom teacher, so I’m a little 
nervous... Anyway, my name is Yagisawa Miki... From today onwards, I look forward 
to working with everyone, at least until next year... There, I said it all!” 

“Gee, will we be okay during that time period ~ ?” 


For the first time, the class broke out in laughter. 


The homeroom teacher looked a bit unreliable, but she seemed like the type that 
everyone would adore. 


Even when my classmates teased her, she was still smiling brightly, perhaps she had 
always been like this since her youth. She probably understood her clumsy nature 
and decided to embrace it. 


Apparently, Yagisawa-sensei was twenty-five years old and had only been a teacher 
for three years. 


“Well, enough about me, you'll learn everything about me in the future. Today, ld like 
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everyone to introduce themselves. That’s why yesterday I decided to make this... 
Okay, pass this over to the one behind you.” 


My classmates passed around the paper they received from Yagisawa-sensei. 
Self Introduction Card 

Name: 

Previous Middle School : 

Hobbies : 

Likes (Food, people) : 

A word of greeting to the class : 

“Haah...” 

The moment I read through it, I sighed. 

I had a bad feeling about this. 


“Everyone will fill out the card. Then I will randomly draw cards and ask that student 
questions about what they wrote. What do you think? I came up with it after a lot of 


» 
! 


thought, you know? Now we can easily break the ice for the first hour of homeroom 
I see. 

There were thirty students in this class, so two minutes per person should be 
enough to fill in the hour. However, for people like me who had been a loner since 
grade school, this was quite an annoyance. 

When I played games, a minute would feel like it passed by in seconds, but when I 
had to make a speech in front of everyone like this, that minute would feel like an 


eternity. 


And since she gave us a two-minute limit, the burden on me just doubled. This is just 
pure torture. 
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Some of the students complained about this. 
Right. Introducing your name and where you were from, saying a few words, and 
being done with it should be enough for a simple self-introduction like this. It saved 


time and that time could be used for us to properly organize our seats. 


“Tm fine with this kind of introduction, sensei! I don’t know what I should say when 
introducing myself, so following your guidance is more convenient for me!” 


“T-thank you! And, you are... um...?” 
“My name is Amami, Amami Yuu! Sensei, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 


Everyone's eyes were drawn to a certain girl who raised her hand. Of course, mine 
too. 


Her hair was blond and her eyes were blue. She stood out back in the entrance 
ceremony and she looked even cuter up close. Saying that she looked like an idol 
wouldn't be an exaggeration. 


When she stated her opinion, the people who complained immediately shut their 
mouths. 


It was obvious that this girl would be the center of the class, so no one was foolish 
enough to go against her words. 


After that, everyone obediently gave Yagisawa-sensei their self-introduction cards. 
“Then, I'll start drawing them... first up is Amami-san, so, let’s start from you!” 
“Yes, teacher! Ask me anything!” 

Amami-san was up first. No doubt that she’ll pass this with ease. 

“Okay. So, your name is Amami Yuu, well that’s all good, you are from... Tachibana 
All-Girls Junior High... Huh, isn’t that the prestigious escalator school? Why did you 


choose to enroll in this high school?” 


“I thought it would be better for me to enter a co-ed high school. I mean, I’m a high 
school student, I do have an interest in that kind of stuff.” 
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“I see. I guess you are at that age huh, Amami-san.” 
Hearing Amami-san’s answer, some of the boys’ faces turned red in excitement. 
However, contrary to their expectations, I was sure that she would date a handsome 


guy from another school anyway, so it wasn’t something worth noting. As for me, I’m 
fine with being a stranger. 


Her other answers were... 

Hobbies : Karaoke! I love to sing, so let’s all go together after school! 
Likes : Sweets! But I gained weight easily, so I’m currently on a diet... 
Word of greeting : Let’s be friends! 

An exemplary introduction. 


The boys seemed to want to know more about her, but sadly for them, two minutes 
passed by quickly. 


Then, Yagisawa-sensei called the next student... 


“Next is... a boy, huh, Maehara-kun.” 


Me. 


I thought I would have to wait for a little longer, but I didn’t expect that my part 
would be right after Amami-san’s. 


“Maehara-kun is from Matsubara Junior High...? Where is it?” 


“It’s in the neighboring prefecture. I moved here recently, in the winter of the third 
year of my middle school year. Well, something like that...” 


I didn't want to go into details about it, so I just said it vaguely. My parents got 
divorced around that time, so I moved here with my mother. 


“Huh, that’s unusual. Then, next would be...” 
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Sensei also didn’t push me for an answer. 

My other answers were as follows. 

Hobbies : Games. 

Likes : Nothing in particular. 

Word of greeting : Please give me your best regards. 
“Hmm...” 

Sensei seemed unhappy with my answers. 

However, I really didn’t have any particular likes or dislikes, there was almost 
nothing I normally did aside from playing games. I did listen to music, read books 
and watch movies, but those were just pastimes, I didn’t do it very often and I 
couldn’t exactly consider them hobbies. 

I was just being honest in my answers. 

“Games... well, sometimes I did play popular games like that certain building game, 
so that should be fine. But, what did you mean by ‘nothing in particular’? Don’t you 
have anything to be excited about? Like something you look forward to on 
weekends...?” 

“Well, I do have one thing.” 


“S-so you do have something, then, spill it, spill it, what is it?” 


I actually didn’t want to say anything, but my tongue slipped. Now, it’s the point of no 
return. 


“Since I’m always alone on Fridays, I would call Uber Eats or something and order a 
pizza or whatever, then, I’ll play games or watch something on TV while drinking 
some Coke...” 


“Ebh... Mmm... Well, this much should be fine...?” 


Sensei didn’t want me to take up too much time, so she told me to go back to my seat. 
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Because of my introduction, the class was enveloped in this strange atmosphere, but 
I was just being honest, who cares. 


Most of my classmates had friends from the same middle school, but since I was not 
even from this prefecture, I had none, add the fact that I was never a sociable guy to 
begin with, it was inevitable that I would be isolated from the rest of the class, well, 
Ooyama-kun was an exception, since we would talk quite often. But, in the end, I still 
spent most of my time at school in silence. 


This continued for a good while, until a certain Friday evening. 
As usual, I bought Coke at the convenience store on my way home, ordered pizza 
over the phone, and was lazing around on the sofa in the living room while watching 


a movie when the doorbell rang. 


“The pizza already came...? No, it shouldn't be... it hasn’t been that long since I called 
them...” 


I pressed the button on the monitor while wondering about that. 


“Um, hello, I got some pizza and coke here... Uh... Maehara-kun...? You wanna enjoy 
them together with me...?” 


“Huh? Uhh... Asanagi-san?” 
“Y-yes...” 
The person standing in front of the door with L-sized pizza and two bottles of 2L 


coke in her hands wasn’t the usual delivery guy, but my classmate, Asanagi-san, who 
I’ve never even talked properly with before. 
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CHAPTER 3 
A CHANCE MEETING (2) 


I’m familiar with her. 

Name: Asanagi Umi 

Previous Middle School: Tachibana All-Girl Junior High School 

Hobbies: Outdoor activities 

Likes: Coffee 

That was the information I received back when she introduced herself. Other than 
that... I knew that Amami-san and her were childhood friends. That was what 


Amami-san said when she introduced herself. 


She had a boyish hairstyle and slender legs. Amami-san’s conspicuousness 
overshadowed her, but she was also quite popular among some of the boys. 


She was known as ‘the class’ second cutest girl’ which was kinda rude of a nickname, 
but that was what the boys in the class called her. 


“Uh... well, please, come in.” 
“Oh, right... pardon me...” 


In any case, I couldn't just kick her out since she was still my classmate, so I decided 
to invite her into the house. 


Asanagi-san, or rather, a girl from my class, actually entered my room. 
We've never really talked before, so how did we end up in this situation? 


Seriously, what the hell is going on here? 
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“TI leave the pizza and the Coke here for now, is that okay?” 
“Y-yeah, thank you.” 


The pizza Asanagi-san bought was L-sized, the largest one available, while the one I 
just ordered was M-sized with some side dishes. 


If it was only one L-sized pizza, the two of us should be able to finish it, but this... 
Well, it’s too late to cancel the order now, guess I'll try to eat them, lest it be a waste 
of money. 


“Hmm, your room looked surprisingly clean.” 


“Well, my mother is a clean freak... By the way, where would you like to eat? At the 
dining table, or in front of the TV?” 


“How about Maehara-kun? Where do you usually eat?” 

“I just sit on the floor and place the pizza in front of me.” 

“That's pretty bad mannered ~” 

“Tm aware.” 

My mother was quite strict. On any day except on Fridays, I had to eat her cooking, so 
I pretty much had to properly follow the table manners. On Friday nights though, she 
would leave 2000 Yen for me to buy dinner for myself. Whatever is left over would 
become my allowance, so essentially, I could just spend that money however I liked. 
“Well, I’m fine with doing the same thing as Maehara-kun.” 

“Wouldn't sitting on the sofa be better? You wouldn't hurt your back that way.” 
“What are you, an old man?... Well, if it starts to hurt, I’ll move to the sofa.” 

So we decided to place the pizza, the Coke, and the cups on the carpet. 


“Here, sit on this.” 


“Thanks.” 
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There was no way I could just let her sit on the carpet, so I gave her a cushion. 


They called her the second cutest girl or whatever, but, honestly, I think Asanagi-san 
was quite cute, nay, beautiful would be a more apt description. 


Still, I don’t understand why she came to my house? 
“Woah... so you really play games, huh? What kind of game is this one?” 


“That one is an FPS... but... ‘really’? Did you actually remember my introduction, 
Asanagi-san?” 


“Well, yeah. I mean, compared to the other kids, Maehara-kun’s introduction kinda 
stood out.” 


In a bad way, yeah. 

After that, I remembered everyone’s relieved face after the atmosphere I previously 
set up died down. They worked their hardest in trying to gather the others’ attention 
by acting cheerful or something like that. Then, 60 minutes passed in a more gentle 
atmosphere as everyone had their share of fun. 

Well, except for me, of course. 

“Well, thanks to that, I found a kindred spirit.” 

“Huh?” 

A kindred spirit. Someone who shared the same ideals, goals, principles, and views. 
In other words... 


“Could it be, you like this kind of thing too, Asanagi-san?” 


“Something like that... Well, I don’t know much about games, but on days like this, I 
love to slack off and do nothing ~” 


“Color me surprised.” 


I thought someone like Asanagi-san would prefer to hang out in crowded places... 
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but, I guess I just assumed things huh? Still, even though it was a surprising fact, it 
was rude of me to generalize things like that. 


“By the way, what about Amami-san? Don't you two hang out together? She’s your 
best friend... right?” 


“We are best friends, of course we hang out occasionally. But, compared to me, Yuu 
is... well... popular, you know? Everyone wants to hang out with her, so she can't just 
hang out with me all the time.” 


I heard that Amami-san would be hanging out with her classmate from her middle 
school... Could they also be Asanagi-san’s classmates? 


“Well, it’s not like her friends are my friends too, right?” 

She heavily implied that she was not on good terms with that classmate of hers. Well, 
I guess that kind of thing happens. I’ve never really had friends, so I have not 
experienced those kinds of relationship problems before. 

“Anyway, that’s why I decided to slack off for today... Then I suddenly remembered 
Maehara-kun’s introduction, so I followed you out of curiosity and found out that 
your house was surprisingly close to mine... Ah, right, sorry for tailing you like that, 
that was rude of me...” 


“It’s okay...” 


Although I couldn't just slack off like usual since Asanagi-san was here, it felt good to 
have a conversation partner once in a while, after all, I did feel lonely sometimes. 


Also, being able to speak frankly with Asanagi-san like this felt really nice, even 
though we never had a proper chat before. 


It was probably because we were at my home that I could talk like this. After all, if 
this was at school, I would be too tense. Also, Asanagi-san carried this easygoing 
atmosphere that made her easy to talk to. 


“By the way, Asanagi-san, the pizza you brought... what toppings does it have?” 


“Huh? Youre asking that?” 
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At my question, Asanagi-san grinned. 

[Ura Angel and demon’s garlic with cheese and teriyaki. Double cheese and 
mayonnaise, triple garlic! Half-price!] (T/N: Domino ad if you are wondering. If you 
don’t know Domino, it’s a pizza chain.) 

“. That sounds pretty good.” 

“Right?” 

I see. She is indeed a ‘kindred spirit’. 

After that, Asanagi-san and I poured a large amount of tabasco on the garlic pizza, 
and we ate it with gusto while chugging the Coke. Of course, | ate up all my orders as 


well. 


This was the beginning of our weekend relationship. 
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CHAPTER 4 
KEEPING SECRET 


Today was another Friday. 


“Okay, that’s it for today. Remember, don't play too much just because it’s the 
weekend! Midterm exams are coming up soon!” 


The bell rang, signaling the end of the class, and my classmates began to move in 
unison. 


Some went home immediately, some went to their club activities and some stayed in 
the classroom to discuss their plans for fun. 


“See you, Maehara-kun.” 
“See you next week.” 
After saying goodbye to Ooyama, I immediately left my seat. 


Since I didn’t have anything else to do at school, of course, I would go back home 
immediately. 


Just before I passed through the door, I glanced at the group that Asanagi-san was in. 


“Hehe ~ Hey, hey, Umi ~ Let’s go somewhere today ~ Everyone said they want to do 
karaoke with the rest of the class.” 


“Ah, Sorry, Yuu, I have something to do today, so I have to go back home right away.” 
“Eh, again?? Why is it so hard to hang out with you lately? Boo.” 


“Tm only busy on Fridays, not the whole weekend. Besides, aren't we practically 
inseparable every other day?” 
|” 


“That's true, but I want to be with Umi every single day! 
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Asanagi-san was spoiling Amami-san as if she was a puppy. In other words, their 
usual antics. 


They started doing this ever since Asanagi-san started hanging out with me on 
Fridays. 


Since today was Friday, we promised to hang out at my place like usual. 


Normally, we would play games together, but today we were planning to watch a 
movie. 


As for what kind of movie, Asanagi-san would be picking it, so l'll have to wait to find 
out what we're watching. 


“Anyways, I’m busy today so I'll hang out with you tomorrow and the day after, so 
just be patient, alright?” 


“Boo... I understand.” 


Whenever she had plans to hang out with me, she would always try to refuse Amami- 
san’s invitation like this. 


After much deliberation, we came to the conclusion that Asanagi-san and I should 
keep our friendship a secret from the rest of the class. I proposed this to Asanagi-san 


and she agreed to it. 


As far as we were concerned, Asanagi-san and I were just friends, but other people 
might think otherwise. There were those that loved to “ship” certain couples. 


Also, even though Amami-san overshadowed her, Asanagi-san was still quite cute. If 
someone were to find out that we got along this well, they might start some 
unnecessary trouble. And I'd rather not deal with that. 

[Asanagi-san]: Sorry. 

[Asanagi-san]: I might be late. 


[Maehara]: It’s fine, don’t worry about it. 


[Asanagi-san]: So... 
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[Asanagi-san]: What’s for dinner? 

[Maehara]: Fried chicken, hamburger, fries. No salad. 

[Asanagi-san]: Neat ~ 

After exchanging messages with her in secret, I tried to leave the class. 

If there’s no smoke, there won't be a fire. But in my case, I’m holding quite a strong 
spark, so I need to be careful, else I start a fire that I’d have no chance of 
extinguishing. 

“Alright, so... What should I get for today?” 


Earlier this morning, I took the 2000 yen that mom left on the table and put it in my 
pocket, wondering what I should eat with Asanagi-san. 


I found myself actually enjoying this, which was kind of out of character for me. 
[Asanagi-san]: Ah... 

[Asanagi-san]: Right! 

[Maehara]: What’s up? 

[Asanagi-san]: I haven't told you the genre of today’s movie. 

[Maehara]: Mmm? 

[Asanagi-san]: Shark movie. 

[Maehara]: Shark movie? 

Why shark movie? When talking about shark movies, I could only imagine man- 
eating sharks randomly attacking people swimming in the ocean, blood spraying 
everywhere... Does she love that kind of B-movie? 


“Hey, Umi... The thing you have to do... Is it a family matter?” 


“Yeah, what about it?” 
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“Nothing ~ It’s just that I smell something fishy from you ~ Why does your voice 
sound bouncy I wonder~?” 


Asanagi-san and I had never talked with each other in class before, so we shouldn't 
have roused Amami-san’s suspicion, but she’s surprisingly sharp. 


“Huh? Does it?” 
But Asanagi-san didn’t fall for it and instead replied to her calmly. 


“Wait, Yuu, do you actually want to go to my home and say hello to my brother? Well, 
I'll notify him then.” 


“Ugh...” 

“Ah yeah, I wonder how long has it been since the last time Yuu met my brother? 
Since 1st year of middle school? I’m sure that he’ll be happy if he knows that you’re 
coming ~ Who knows, maybe he'll even crawl up to you ~” 


“Uee...” 


I didn’t know that Asanagi-san had an older brother, but it seemed like he had quite 
the personality. It was to the point that Amami-san was wincing like that. 


“So? What will you do? Come over to my house, or just call it quits for today?” 

“Pl call it quits...” 

“Is that so? Too bad ~” 

“Ugghh...” 

As expected of Asanagi-san. Not only did she deal with the situation calmly, she even 
pulled out the uno reverse card on Amami-san. Also, it was refreshing seeing her 
telling such a brazen lie with a straight face like that. 


“Tomorrow then...” 


“Yes, yes, I promise I'l] make up for it properly, okay, Princess Yuu?” 
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Although we previously agreed to not tell anyone about our friendship, I think it 
would be fine if Asanagi-san just told Amami-san the truth, but well, I’ll leave it to 
her judgment. 


By the way, Asanagi-san seemed to be in a good mood. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE GIRL NAMED ASANAGI UMI 


After welcoming Asanagi-san who arrived a little late, we sat down to watch the 
movie she rented while eating the dinner we each had brought. 


As she had said, Asanagi-san rented a shark movie. 

The title was ‘Tremble in Fear! The Angel Shark!’ (original title: Angel Shark)... The 
cover showed a man-eating shark with angel wings swooping down from the sky to 
attack the people below it. 

“What the hell?” 

From the title alone, it screamed B-movie. 

“Do you like to watch this kind of thing, Asanagi-san?” 

“Nah, not really. I love mysteries and thrillers.” 


“Then, why did you rent this?” 


Also, apparently, this movie was a new release, so the rental fee should be higher 
than usual. 


“Well, I mean, sometimes, it’s better for us to laugh our ass off at shitty movies like 
these rather than watching a serious one.” 


Outside of school, Asanagi-san had a very different vibe. 


At school, she was a fairly serious student with excellent grades and athletic ability. 
She also tends to be the straight man within Amami-san’s group. 


And that same Asanagi-san, right now... 


[SHAAAAA!] 
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[GYAAAAH!] 


“Hahaha! Are you kidding me? A flying shark chomping people under the evening 
sun, that’s gold!” 


...Was sitting on the floor, stuffing her face with fries while watching the movie 
played with its silliness laid bare. She looked like a totally different person. 


“What’s wrong, Maehara? Is the plot moving too quickly for you?” 
“Well, yeah. Stories aside, they sure put a lot of effort into making this movie...” 
“Right? The effort they put into making something this dumb is insane.” 


Asanagi-san who would wear a cool smile in class, and the Asanagi-san who was 
cackling loudly while clapping her hands. 


I’m likely the only boy lucky enough to see both sides of her. But, something was 
gnawing at the back of my mind... 


“Ah, right, it isn’t like I mind hanging out with Yuu and the other classmates, I 
actually like them, that’s why I hang out with them so often in the first place.” 


“What’s with this sudden change of topic?” 
“Mm? I mean, Maehara, your face looks like you are confused about something.” 


I wasn't sure if I should ask her about it or not, but she actually read my expression 
like a book, as expected of her. 


“Well, your personality here and at school are really different, so I was curious...’ 


“I had to play that role, you see? Everyone unanimously follows Yuu, so someone has 
to rein them in, or else things will get messy.” 


The flow of the conversations in class would be, Amami-san starting things with a 
joke while smiling cheerfully, the rest of the classmates joining her, then when things 
gota little bit rowdy, Asanagi-san would butt in. 


Without Asanagi-san acting as the straight man, the conversation would spiral out of 
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control, gradually lose its momentum, and then be replaced by an awkward silence. I 
knew this from my experience observing the so-called ‘top-caste’ students from the 
corner of the class for quite a while now. 


“I don’t mind that kind of atmosphere. For me, rather than being seen as a gloomy 
person, I want people to see me as a cheerful person.” 


“But... You're pushing yourself, aren’t you?” 
“Well... yeah...” 


After nodding, Asanagi-san sipped on her cup of Coke. Her eyes were focusing on the 
screen during the entire thing. 


“Like I said, chatting and hanging out with Yuu and the others is fun. But, while I 
always try my hardest to keep up with everyone, I do feel overwhelmed at times... 
Following the flow of the conversation... Guiding it so the atmosphere won't become 
unpleasant... There were times where I would suddenly get back to my senses and 
went ‘what the hell am I doing with my life?” 


Even though Asanagi-san seemed relaxed most of the time, she sure had a lot on her 
mind, huh? 


That was probably why she was looking for a place she could turn to whenever she 
was feeling overwhelmed. A place where she could decompress without worrying 
about keeping up appearances. 


“I know that your introduction might have been a sensitive topic, but it was 
Maehara’s honesty that gave me the courage to reach out and become friends. I may 
be tired of being with the crowd at times, but I’m also not used to being alone...” 


“I understand that... Though it’s the opposite for me. I’m used to being alone, but 
that doesn’t mean I love being a lone wolf.” 


My situation was the opposite of Asanagi-san’s, but there were times when that 
feeling of loneliness struck me randomly while playing a game or reading manga. At 
that time, my mood would worsen and I'd feel depressed, thinking ‘what the hell am 
I doing with my life?’. 


“Then, I guess we are alike in one way. Though I figured that out earlier, after all, we 
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did eat junk food together like this, while laughing at a dumb shark movie on the top 
of that.” 


“Right?” 


We've only hung out together like this a few times, but I felt like I got to know her a 
little better. 


Normally, she was a cool person who would take care of everyone, but once she 
threw that role away, she became a normal, cheerful girl who liked to mess around 
and acted a little bit sloppy. 

I felt just a bit closer to her now. 

“Hey, Asanagi-san.” 

“What is it?” 

“Next time, I’m picking the movie.” 

“Will you get an alligator movie next?” 

“Lets not watch another animal-themed one, okay?” 


The weekend passed by as me and Asanagi-san planned our next meeting. 


By the way, the shark movie was decent, and actually quite funny. 
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CHAPTER 6 
NICKNAME 


Ever since I befriended Asanagi-san, going to school didn’t feel like that much of a 
pain anymore. It was still a hassle, mind you. 


Our school day started pretty early in the morning, at around 7.30 a.m., so we had to 
wake up at 6.30 a.m. 


While I wasn’t a bad student by any means, I hated studying. I’d rather not study if I 
could help it, and I found myself wishing for the school to be closed because of some 
random accidents quite often. 


Unfortunately, that didn’t happen today, so I had no choice but to force myself out of 
bed and go to school. 


I tend to go to school early, though it wasn’t because I was excited about it. There was 
a good reason for me to do so. 


“Good morning.” 

“Good morning.” 

I quietly bowed toward the principal as he greeted the students from in front of the 
school gate, then walked through the sparsely populated corridor to my classroom. 
My watch showed that it was 7.15 a.m. Since the corridors usually got crowded 
around five minutes before class started, I could hide behind the crowds and enter 
the classroom with them, but there was a small problem with that plan. 

You'll understand if you were to look at the other classroom. 

“Ah, good morning, you're early today.” 


“My club had morning practice today, it just ended. I had to wake up at five...” 


“Woah... as expected, you guys just built different.” 
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I immediately left them. Those people should've chatted inside the classroom, but for 
some reason, they decided to chat in front of the door. 


They probably met each other in front of the class and started to talk as soon as they 
did. Obviously, this was annoying, especially whenever I told them to move (because 


they were in the way), they would glare at me. 


The later it got, the more people would do something like this, this was the reason 
why I tried my best to come to school earlier than the crowds would. 


“Oh, good morning, Yuu-chin ~” 
“Ah, Nina-chan, mornin’ ~” 
..Sadly, my luck today was rotten. 


The person in front of me was Amami-san and... Nitta-san, I think? She hung out 
with Amami-san and Asanagi-san often. 


Most classrooms had two doors, so when something like this happened, you could 
just enter the classroom from the other door, but, unfortunately, since my classroom 
was located at the end of the hallway, it only had one entrance. 

So, if I wanted to enter the classroom, I had to shoo those two away. 

“Yuu-chin, did you watch it last night?” 

“Mhm, I watched it live last night. Himuro-kun was awesome, wasn't he ~ ?” (idk 
how to make this one clearer, what she meant is that she watch a show in real-time 


and not from recording like what japanese people normally do, help me) 


What are they talking about, I wonder? A show? Maybe a male idol appeared on the 
show, who knows. 


Around that time last night, what did I do again? Shooting people on Apex? 
Well, whatever, since they were talking about some nonsense | didn’t know about, I 


decided to go to the toilet to waste some time. I did this previously and it worked, so 
it is worth a shot. 
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I washed my hands in the bathroom, fiddled with my bangs that I never really cared 
about, then peeked toward the entrance again. 


I took my time, so I should’ve wasted a few minutes on that. 


They shouldn't take more than three minutes to chat like that, so I should be able to 
enter the classroom now. 


‘Tm more of a fan of Edamura-chan than Himuro, he has this “bad boy” aura, you 
know what I mean?” 


“Ah, I can see that.” 

“Himuro-kun is still irreplaceable though.” 

.. somehow, they multiplied... 

I took my time, but I forgot to consider that Amami-san was there too. 

A crowd would naturally form around her, no matter the time and place. 


I would have a better chance shooing them off when there were only two of them. I 
guess my plan backfired, huh? 


“It can't be helped.” 


I gave up resisting and decided to face them head-on. After all, if I were to loiter 
around the toilet again, people would give me a strange look. 


Before I realized it, the crowd around Amami-san had increased from three people to 
four. Still, the space they occupied was a narrow one, why didn't they just sit down 
somewhere in class? 


“Um, excuse me?” 


I called out to them, but guess they didn’t hear me since Amami-san and her group 
continued their talks. 


Even though I was standing right in front of them, none of them noticed me. Either 
they were too absorbed in their conversation or I just didn’t have a strong presence. 
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Should I just shout at them? 

“Uhh—” 

“Ah, right, there'll be another broadcast today at eleven!” 
“Eh, really? That’s sick ~!” 


I tried to call them out again, but their numbers increased from four to five at that 
moment and my voice was drowned by their chatter. 


...I’m getting pissed... Should I start something here? I mean, whatever happens next, 
at least it would be a good stress reliever... 


“Yuu, you re in the way!” 
“Ouch!” 


When I was about to call out to them again, a sixth person entered the crowd and 
landed a karate chop on Amami-san’s head. 


It was Asanagi-san. 


“Scooch, I need to go to the restroom. You guys are crowding the door, I can't get 
through. Also, don't you realize you're blocking other people’s way too?” 


“Ouch, ouch... Right... sorry, Umi.” 

“As long as you understand, now, move, shoo.” 
“Wait, Umi, I'll go with yo- ouch!” 

“You just went there not too long ago, wait for me in your seat.” 


“Boo ~ Fine.” 


When Amami-san returned to her seat, the crowd around her followed. It was like 
watching a school of fish. Well, whatever, I could enter the classroom now. 
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Suddenly, my eyes met Asanagi-san’s as she walked out of the classroom. 

To keep our friendship a secret from the rest of the class, we would normally just 
ignore or avoid each other at school, but sadly, this circumstance didn’t allow me to. 
After all, she did that out of concern for me. I would feel guilty if I were to ignore her 
and treat her like a stranger. 

“Thank you, Asanagi-san... Also... Good morning...” 


“Mmm... Good morning, Maehara.” 


We whispered so that the other classmates wouldn't notice it, then we passed each 
other. 


The very next moment, Asanagi-san sent me a text. 
[Asanagi-san: It feels strange, you keep calling me ‘-san’.] 
[Maehara: Then, Asanagi.|] 

[Asanagi-san: Just call me Umi.| 

[Maehara: Asanagi.] 


[Asanagi-san: Kidding ~ But, seriously, call me whatever you like, I’m okay with 
anything. | 


I could call her by anything whenever we hung out, but I wonder if the day when we 
could call each other by our first name at school would ever come. 
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CHAPTER 7 
DAYTIME CONFESSION 


Noon. Lunchtime finally arrived. My classmates, tired from morning classes, showed 
their relief. 


Some of them immediately went to the cafeteria with their friends while the others 
gathered around their desks to eat their lunch together. To each their own, but for 
loners like me, sometimes, lunchtime could be a pain, today especially. 

“Huh, Maehara-kun, you didn’t bring a lunch today?” 

“Mmm, my mom only gave me this.” 


I showed Ooyama-kun my shiny 500 yen coin. 


Normally, my mother would wake up early to make a lunch box for me, but, if she got 
too tired because of her work, she would just give me money like this instead. 


“Hey, Ooyama-kun, wanna go eat together?” 
“Ah... Well, my friends are waiting for me, so I gotta go.” 
“Mmm... Have fun.” 


I knew that this would happen, there’s no way that he would eat together with me. 
After seeing him off, I also moved away from my desk. 


“Umi ~ Let’s have lunch together ~” 
“Ah, I'll join ~” 


Amami-san and Nitta-san gathered at Asanagi-san’s desk. During lunchtime, those 
three would usually gather around like this. 


“Ah, sorry, I have to go out to buy something first, start without me, okay?” 
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Said Asanagi-san. This was rare, she didn’t usually try to break off from her group 
like this. 


“Eh? But Umi, you brought your lunch, right? Do you still need to buy more food?” 
“I mean, I’m not going to buy more food... Well, guess I'll buy something to drink...” 
“Then, I'll-” 

“Oh sorry, but can you let me go by myself today?” 


Another unusual occurrence. Asanagi-san usually would bring Amami-san with her 
everywhere. 


If you are wondering, no, we don't have any plans to eat lunch together. 
“Fine, but come back as soon as you can! Or else, I'll eat your lunch!” 


“Yuu, a grudge over food is something reaaally scary, you know?... Well, actually, you 
can eat some of it if you want to... Well, I’m off.” 


After waving toward everyone, Asanagi-san hurriedly walked outside the classroom 
and bumped into me. 


«a ” 


„Umm... 
“Hello.” 
Asanagi-san just sent me a look before she passed me by and left the classroom. 


I noticed that she was staring at her phone the whole time, her face looked slightly 
unhappy. Well, that didn’t have anything to do with me, I shouldn't pry about it. 


Though when our eyes met just now, it seemed like she had something to tell me. 
...Well, I'd better get going too. 


I decided to push Asanagi-san’s matter to the back of my mind and went to the store 
next to the stairs. 
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The store, which was located inside the cafeteria, was crowded with students 
looking to buy lunch tickets and bread. They neatly lined up in front of the store. 


As expected, since I came here later, popular food like stuffed buns had been sold 
out. All that was left were lighter foods like sweet buns or just plain bread. I went to 


the cafeteria and there was no Seat available left for me. 


In the end, all I could get was a small anpan and milk even though I didn’t 
particularly like them and wandered around to look for somewhere to eat. 


“Now... Where could I find a quiet place for today?” 


Whether I brought my own lunch box or bought something for lunch, I would always 
look for a quiet place to eat. 


Of course I could just go back to class, but I felt like the others were secretly 
ridiculing me whenever | ate alone. 


If this were a gyudon or ramen shop, no one would give a crap about me eating alone, 
but it was the classroom, it just felt wrong if I were to sit there and eat by my 


lonesome. 


You might say that I’m overthinking things, but the fact that I’m always overthinking 
these things is the reason why I’m a loner. 


“The courtyard... is crowded today... Well, let’s go over there then.” 

A loner always prepared several places where he could be alone. Like the bench in 
the courtyard... right below the tree shade, the rooftop which was normally off- 
limits, the teacher’s parking lot, and the bicycle parking lot 

It was a nice day and I was in the mood to eat outside, so I went to the bicycle 
parking lot. There were a lot of shady spots, so I figured I could spend some time 
there without standing out. 

“ease... gO... with me...!” 


I heard the voice of a boy that I didn’t recognize coming from some distance away. 


I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he was probably confessing. Well, this 
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scene happens once or twice a month in places like this. 

“Ah, youth...” 

I couldn't care less whether he got accepted or not, but getting too close to them 
wouldn't be a good idea. I snuck around and blended into the shadow of the bikes, 
opened my bag of anpan, and proceeded to listen to the rest of the confession. 
“Ah... Um... Sorry. I’m not interested in dating anyone right now.” 


Said the girl, her voice sounded familiar to me. 


I had a feeling that the one who got confessed to was Asanagi-san. 
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CHAPTER 8 
THE SECOND TIME 


“Tve come across something troublesome...’ 


Confessions happening in an inconspicuous place like this weren't new, but I never 
expected that Asanagi-san would be involved this time. 


Well, I could understand why people are confessing to her. After all, even though 
Amami-san stood out from the rest of the class, Asanagi-san was also quite the 
beauty herself. It wouldn't be strange that some would be more interested in her 
than Amami-san. 

I didn’t recognize the guy, he was probably from another class, maybe even a senior. 
To be honest, other people’s love affairs didn’t interest me. I never understood why 
people would get excited over other people's love stories, especially those love 
stories that were recounted on TV. 


“This has nothing to do with me.” 


I muttered before fixing my sitting position. Although it was a coincidence, it would 
be rude to eavesdrop. Besides, I’m not into this kind of thing. 


I'll just pretend that I’ve been here for a long time and didn’t realize that Asanagi-san 
got confessed by someone. 


That much should be fine. 

“aSo, are you currently dating someone?” 
“Ah... Umm... I’m not dating anyone currently.” 
“There’s someone that you like?” 


“No, no one.” 


traitorAIZEN 43 | 365 


But, even though I tried my best to not look at them, I found myself listening to their 
conversation. 


I said I was not interested in something like this, but the other party was Asanagi- 
san after all, I couldn't help but feel curious. 


This was so out of character for me, but, still... 
“I should just get out of here.” 


My guilt won over my curiosity after all, so I decided to sneak out and move to a 
different location, hoping that the two of them wouldn't find out. 


Seriously though, this was the only time I could relax in school, why did they have to 
do this here? Just do it somewhere else at different times, like after class, outside the 


school. 


They should consider the fact that there might be someone else, like me, who would 
secretly hang around this place. 


I sneaked out of the parking lot, trying to conceal myself by not making any noises. 
“2! Kya-!” 

“Huh?” 

Suddenly, I bumped into a figure that appeared from the corner. 

Fortunately, we only bumped into each other lightly, we didn’t scrape each other or 
make a loud noise. Unfortunately, the person I bumped into was a troublesome 
person. 

“Who was it... Staying in this kind of place... Huh? Maehara-kun?” 

“-Amami-san...” 


“Pm here too.” 


“.Nitta-san too...” 
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The person I bumped into was Asanagi-san’s best friend, Amami-san. Another friend 
(I think) of Asanagi-san was here too, Nitta-san. 


I wonder why they are here, maybe they are following Asanagi-san? 


“What’s wrong, Maehara-kun? Did you come here to check on Umi too? Hehehe, you 
can't do that, you know ~?” 


“Eh? No... I didn’t.” 


“Hehe, just kidding. You just stumbled upon them by accident right? Sorry, our Umi is 
causing you trouble.’ 


If it was anyone else, they would give me a suspicious look and barrage me with 
questions as to why I am even here in the first place, but Amami-san didn’t do 


anything like that. 


Even when I couldn’t answer her questions properly, she didn’t give me such look, 
instead, she gave me the same bright smile that she showed to everyone else. 


Her smile was so cute that if someone told me that she was the main heroine of a 
manga, I would believe them. 


“Yuu-chin, let’s go over there, we can see them clearer from there.” 
“Mm!... Right, why don’t you come with us too, Maehara-kun?” 
“Eh? Ah, no, I...” 


Even though this was Amami-san’s idea, I would still feel guilty toward Asanagi-san, 
so, I tried to refuse, but Nitta-san, who was behind Amami-san, grabbed my shoulder. 


“Hey, Maehara, dude, don’t move too much, we'll get exposed! Stay still for a bit.” 
“But...” 
“Jeez, just stay still for now.” 


She grabbed my shoulders harder and forced me to sit. 
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Seriously, if you didn’t want people to find out what you're doing, why do it in the 
first place? Besides, why are you so interested in other people’s love life? 


“Sorry, Maehara-kun. You see, Nina is a sucker for things like this... Well, this time, 
I’m actually interested too...” 


“You too, Amami-san?” 
“Mhm. Umi is my best friend after all.” 


Really? Well, now that I think about it, if Asanagi-san were to go out with someone in 
the future, she wouldn't be able to hang out with Amami-san as much, huh? 


Time is equally finite for everyone, that’s why they had to manage it properly. 


Well, I guess if that happened, I would be the first person that Asanagi-san would cut 
off, huh? 


“If you're not dating, and don't have anyone you like, then how about starting a trial 
with me first? Of course, if you find someone you like along the way, I'll give up.” 


“No. I'd rather not do something like that either...” 

As for the situation over there, things were going south for the boy. 

Asanagi-san had already refused him... Him trying to push his luck like that would 
only bother her and make her hate him. Sure, Asanagi-san didn’t have someone in 
her life right now, but this isn’t how you should do things. 


...For some reason, I ended up observing their situation. 


“Hmm ~ The boy this time is unusually persistent. Unlike the previous boys, he’s 
pretty athletic, Umi might be having a hard time handling him.” 


“This time?” 
I couldn't help but ask at Nitta-san’s explanation. 


‘This time’. ‘Unlike the previous boys’. 
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“Umi had been confessed to like this a number of times since school started, this is 
the fourth time, right?” 


“Fifth, Yuu-chin. There’s that guy from another school.” 
“There you go.” 
“Ah, well... You don’t need to tell me that...” 


That many times, huh? It’s only been about half a year since school started, isn’t that 
number quite high? 


“Amazing, right? Umi is really popular, you know? Whenever we hang out, people 
always called out to her.” 


“That’s because Yuu-chin is too dazzling for them, no? You know, you're like an idol, 
it’s hard for everyone to keep up with you, so they just gave up and become your 
backup dancers instead, they follow you like puppies, no?” 


Nitta-san’s analogy was quite harsh, but I could see where she was coming from. 


Instead of keeping up with the best person, people would fool themselves to believe 
that keeping up with the second-best person is easier. 


“Eh, really? I think Umi is more dazzling than me though. Maehara-kun, what do you 
think?” 


“Who knows...?” 

To me, Amami-san was the most dazzling out of everyone, but I don't think it’s a 
good idea for me to say that out loud in this situation, especially when Nitta-san is 
still around. Rather, she shouldn't ask an outsider (me) a question like this. 
“Haah... In any case, I have to say no to all your suggestions.” 

“Then, at least, can we start from friends...” 


“That suggestion came way too late.” 


Asanagi-san was getting tired of this and tried to push him away. I admit that being 
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passionate is nice, but being passionate to the point of making someone 
uncomfortable like this is not. 


“Ah, looks like it’s over. Let’s go back to the classroom then.’ 


“Nina, wait... Maehara-kun, I’m sorry for getting you involved in something strange 
like this.” 


“No, it’s okay, just treat me like an accomplice.” 

However, I should still tell Asanagi-san that I accidentally listened to this, after all, it 
isn’t a good idea to hide things like this from my friends. Of course, I'll hide the fact 
that Amami-san was also with me. 

“Yuu-chin, what are you doing? Come here quickly.’ 

“Sorry, wait for me ~ Oh, right, Maehara-kun, can I borrow your phone?” 

“Eh? Ah, sure...” 

“Thank you.” 

I reflexively held out my phone, which Amami-san took and fiddled with. 
“Amami-san? What are you...?” 

“Umm ~ just in case something happens...’ 

Then Amami-san handed my phone back to me. 


The screen showed a phone number that wasn't mine 


“Here, my phone number! I'll register Maehara-kun’s number as well, so call me later, 
okay?” 


“Ah, wait—” 
“Then, see you after lunch! Don't tell Umi what happened here, okay?” 


Without waiting for me to say something, Amami-san dashed away while waving her 
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hand. 
“As expected, this turned into something troublesome.” 


Most boys would love to get Amami-san’s phone number, but to me, this was a 
ticking time bomb more than anything. 
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CHAPTER 9 
A LONER’S VIEW ON RELATIONSHIPS 


After all that, I was fortunate enough to have another weekly gathering with 
Asanagi-san, so... I decided to apologize to her for eavesdropping on her confession 
the other day. 


“Ah, that happened, huh? It’s fine, don’t worry about it. You just happened to be there 
and didn’t actually tail me, right? In that case, it was completely on me.” 


I thought her mood would worsen if I brought that up, but instead, she just 
dismissed it lightly as she ate the pudding she bought at the convenience store. 


“You sure?” 

“Well, I don’t mind being asked out. The reason why I snuck out instead of 
announcing it to everyone was out of consideration for the other person... After all, 
someone might start unpleasant rumors between both of us, like Nitta from our 
class, she would do something like that.” 


“Nitta would be... that girl you usually hang around with, right, Asanagi?” 


“Right. Well, I don’t know if she would gossip about me, but she did gossip about 
other people, as you could expect.” 


As I promised, I decided to hide the fact that I had run into Amami-san and Nitta-san 
there. It’s completely on them to decide what they would do. 


Of course, I also hid the fact that I got Amami-san’s phone number. 


Then again, it’s Asanagi-san we are talking about, she would notice Amami-san’s 
antics easily. 


“I wonder if I should ask you this, but...” 


“Mm?” 


traitorAIZEN 50 | 365 


“ASanagi... aren't you rather popular?” 
“Mmm... Well, not really? I’m not as popular as Yuu.” 


If getting confessed by five people in less than half a year was an average number 
(according to Nitta-san), then how many confessions did Amami-san get? 


“What’s wrong? Are you jealous, Maehara?” 

“Not really... Well, I just thought that being popular sounds troublesome...” 
“Hmm... Why?” 

“Maybe it’s because I’m a loner?” 

Even if she asked me why I couldn't really answer her. 

In my case, I was bad enough at socializing that it was hard for me to ask my 
classmate to befriend me. I don’t think someone like me should shamelessly talk 
about matters concerning love and relationships. 


“Try to explain it. Don’t worry, I’m not going to laugh at you.” 


“There’s the ‘I’m not going to laugh at you’ line... If anything, you're just raising the 
hurdle for me.” 


“Haha, it’s fine, it’s fine. Just tell me what’s on your mind, Maehara.” 
“Fine...” 


Well, even if she’s going to laugh at me, Asanagi’s the only one here, so it should be 
fine, I guess... 


“Well, to me, I can’t understand it, being popular and stuff. I mean, people will look 
up to you when your're popular, right? They would try to get to know you better and 
somehow form a special relationship with you?” 


“Mhm, that’s true.” 


Of course, being popular isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It proves that you have a 
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special charm that attracts people, it’s better than attracting malice at the very least. 
However, being popular isn't all sunshine and rainbows. 

Case and point, the boy who confessed to Asanagi-san the other day. 

“There are all kinds of people around you, including those you have no interest in 
and those you secretly hate... Dealing with those people would be troublesome, no? 
They don't even care about you, so why must you be mindful of them?” 

Even Asanagi-san had to be careful back then when she replied to that boy’s 
confession. Sure, they might be people who would straight up say, ‘I don’t like you’ or 
‘You're gross’ and dismiss such confessions outright, but Asanagi-san wasn’t one of 
them. Besides, it would create an unnecessary grudge. 


People’s emotions, their likes, and dislikes were tricky to deal with. 


“When I think about it, I feel glad that I’m not popular. Sure, it’s hard to be a loner, 
but that means I don’t have to worry about such things.” 


“That’s quite a lonely thought.” 
“I know. Well, I guess that’s why I’m a loner.” 


Unless I change this way of thinking, I will probably keep on leading this boring 
lifestyle for a long time. 


I've been trying to find the courage to take a step forward but I always fell short. 
“There, a loner’s perspective on relationships.” 

“Mm. That sounds like what a virgin would say.’ 

“Oof?” 

That actually hurts. But she’s not wrong, so I can’t refute. 


“Well, I don’t hate the loner Maehara, on the contrary, I like him. Of course, only as a 
‘friend’, don’t misunderstand that, okay?” 
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“Of course. Me too, I like Asanagi, but, only as a ‘friend’, you shouldn’t misunderstand 
that either.” 


“Oh, really? You’re saying something like that now? Acting cocky even though you are 
a virgin.” 


“What? You wanna go? Sure, I won't hold back today, l'll give you ten, no, a hundred 
rounds for you to beat me. I'll make sure to turn you into swiss cheese.” 


“Tm ready whenever. You'll fall to my godly aim anyway.’ 
“So cocky even though you just barely know how to play.” 


Asanagi and I put an end to our relationship talk as we turned our gaze toward the 
game screen once more. 


I think this is more suitable for me than complicated things like other people’s likes 
and dislikes. 
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CHAPTER 10 
UNRESTRAINED RELATIONSHIP 


Recently, the number of times I hung out with Asanagi had increased. 


We still only hung out on Fridays, it was only an increase from once or twice a month 
to twice or thrice a month, but the number still increased nonetheless 


We still see each other at school (we didn’t talk though) and wasted our weekend 
messing around like this, so I was less concerned about our relationship compared 
to before. 

“? What? Why are you staring at me? Is there Tabasco on my face?” 

“No, I was just thinking how beautiful you are, Asanagi.” 

“Huh?” 

Asanagi gave me a suspicious look. 

“The heck? Even if you flatter me, I won't give you any of my three nuggets.” 

Right, why the hell did they sell nuggets in odd numbers? I saw them being sold in 
packs of five or seven each. Why couldn't they make me happy and make it a nice 
even number? 

Wait, that wasn’t important right now. 

“It isn’t flattery, I’m just telling you the truth. Your face is small, even though you are 
quite cheeky, and you're also quite tall... Well, you aren't on the level of Amami-san, 


but hey.” 


“What you should tell me is something along the lines of ‘Asanagi is cuter than 
Amami-san’. You know, being completely honest isn’t always the best, Mr. Loner.’ 


“I see. Then, Asanagi is the number one cutest girl in the world-” 
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Asanagi threw me an empty plastic bottle that landed cleanly on my temple. 
“Too late. Zero points.” 


I’m no longer nervous around her, I could casually crack jokes like this. In the 
beginning, I used to tidy up both my room and appearance whenever she came to 
hang out. But lately, I stopped doing that and let my room be messy like usual. Even 
now, I’m just wearing a sweatshirt that I always wore to bed at night. 


Asanagi was still in her school uniform, but unlike at school where she followed the 
school rules to a T and dressed up neatly. Here, she stopped caring and sloppily 


dressed herself in her uniform... Well, today was worse than usual though. 


The school ribbon was unattached, three of the buttons on her blouse were undone, I 
could even catch a glimpse of her underwear— 


“What are you looking at, pervert?” 
“I'm a guy, it’s just reflex. Maybe.” 


“Well, it isn’t like I don’t understand how you feel. It happened often with Yuu 
whenever I hang around her. That girl’s got no sense of danger.’ 


True. I didn’t know if Amami-san was aware of other people's gazes, but she 
triggered a lot of dangerous events at school. For example, she would flutter her 
short skirt and almost reveal her underwear for everyone to see. Another example 
would be when she was wearing her gym uniform, she would unintentionally show 
her healthy skin through the hem of her shirt or her sleeves. Every time she did, all 
the boys would send heated gazes at her and Asanagi would scold her. 


“And now youre trying to imitate Amami-san?” 


“That's about right. Also, Maehara, you've been getting carried away lately, so I 
thought I'd tease you a little bit.” 


I see, that was why she let her guard down today. 


“Grudges over a game should be returned in the said game. Just a reminder, your 
record is 0 wins and 57 losses against me.” 
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“Look here, fighting your opponent in the field that you excel in is a legitimate 
strategy, even Sun Tzu said so. If you think everything will go according to your rule, 
too bad, that won't happen, you gloomy pervert. lll tell you now, tanned gals who 
acted kind to loners and did perverted things with them only exist in AVs.” 


“Oi, what the heck? How did you know about that?!” 


Asanagi is certainly a beautiful girl, but when we hang out like this, sometimes, she 
annoys me a little. 


Well, I guess that’s proof that we are getting along well as friends. 


We could joke with each other like this without minding our genders, but still, I 
really should have tidied my room properly. 


Even though we were friends, there were one or two of my interests that I didn’t 
want my friend to know about. 


“Well, let’s leave aside the AV matter for the time being.” 
“What do you mean for the time being? Just erase it from your memory!... What?” 


“Next week I’m coming. I don’t want to bother you with all the planning over text, so 
I thought I’d just plan everything here and now.’ 


“Sure, I don’t mind, but... I feel like we’ve been seeing each other every week lately, is 
that okay with you?” 


“Of course it’s okay. What? Are you getting cold feet now? You're afraid that I'll beat 
you up in your games?” 


“TII take you on any time. But, you know that’s not what I’m talking about, right? 
What about Amami-san?” 


Hanging out with Asanagi like this was fun, and if I got to hang out with her more 
often, I would gladly welcome it. 


But if she were to spend more time with me, it meant that she had to spend less time 
with Amami-san. 
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It was acommon scene at school, whenever Asanagi turned down Amami-san’s 
invitation to hang out with her, Amami-san would have this sad look, like a puppy 
that was scolded by its owner. 

Amami-san probably liked Asanagi a lot. I’m a loner, so I could only imagine it, but 
when you like someone, you would probably wish that you could be together with 


them all the time. 


When Asanagi told me that she would hang out with me next week, I felt happy, but 
at the same time, the happier I felt, the sadder Amami-san would get. 


When I think about it like that, I couldn't help but feel guilty about it. 


“Again with that loner mindset, huh, Maehara ~? Fine, I'll decide after I talk it out 
with Yuu next week. Ah, but, reserve this place for me, will you?” 


“Sure, sure, l'll do that. By the way, will I receive a cancellation fee in advance?” 
“Hmm... Then, as an advance payment, I'll let you see...” 
She tried to open the buttons of her blouse again, but I stopped her. 


It’s a joke, she said as she laughed at me... I can’t believe this is the same girl that got 
5 confessions in the span of a couple of months. 


Ringtone SFX. 
“Maehara, your alarm’s going off.’ 
“Phone. Ringtone. That was my phone’s ringtone.” 


The screen showed an incoming call from my mother, ‘Maehara Masaki’ I left my seat 
as I ignored Asanagi’s voice who said, ‘What, that was your phone?’ 


“Hello, Mom? What’s up?... Mmm... Huh...? Mmm... I got it. Be safe at work.” 


Two, Three minutes passed, I finished the call and went back to where Asanagi was 
waiting. 


“Your mother called you? That’s unusual.” 
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“Yeah... But anyway, Asanagi, sorry, I have something to tell you.” 
“Hm?” 
I told Asanagi what my mother just told me. 


“Sorry, we can't hang out here next week.” 
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CHAPTER 11 
SOMETIMES I NEED TO GO OUTSIDE 


My mother currently works as an editor at a publisher. It was a small company, but 
she worked hard every day to make ends meet and to pay for my tuition. 


Because of this, my mother was extremely busy. 


She left for work early in the morning and came home late every day. She even 
worked overtime during the weekends sometimes. 


On occasion, she comes home earlier on a workday, but she would still be working 
from home. On such days, she wouldn't have time to cook, so we end up ordering 
food, which wouldn't be all that different from what Asanagi and I have been doing. 
But still, we couldn't exactly hang out like usual when my mother was home, could 
we? 


To me, Asanagi was merely a ‘friend’, but to an unconcerned party’s eyes, it would 
seem like I was bringing a girl home. I kept the matter between me and Asanagia 
secret from my mom, so it would be troublesome if she were to find out about this. 


“ «1 see. I can’t come over next week, huh?” 
“Right. Well, you can still visit the week after that though.” 


I felt disappointed that I wouldn't be able to hang out with Asanagi, but as I 
previously mentioned, this way she could spend more time with Amami-san. 


Besides, it would be nice to spend some time alone once in a while. After all, there 
were some things that you could only enjoy when you were alone. 


“It’s for your mother’s job, so it can’t be helped, right? Guess I'll concede our match 
next week to you.” 


“You'd better git gud in two weeks’ time. You can run or hide, but Ill still snipe you 
from a distance the moment you let your guard down.” 
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Asanagi’s skills have been improving lately. I needed to make sure that I could keep 
her humble. 


“That said, it’s getting late, I’m going home.” 
“Mm... Then, see you in two weeks.” 


“Huh? What are you on about? Sure we can’t hang out in your house next week, but 
my plan for the week is still the same.” 


“Eh?” 
What does she mean by that? 


We can’t hang out like usual because my house will be off-limits, so that should clear 
up her schedule for next week, right? What is on her mind? 


“If we can’t hang out at your place, we can just hang out outside, no? Of course, we'll 
eat together outside as well.” 


“Huh?” 
That was an idea a loner like me would never think of. 


* kK OX 


So came the next week. There was no change in our plan, both Asanagi and I decided 
to hang out like usual. 


Except that we'll be outdoors. 

“How did it turn out this way...?” 

After school, I went back home, changed into my casual clothes, left to the ticket gate 
in front of the station, and stood there alone. By the way, the said station was the 


biggest shopping district in the area. 


It was currently the evening rush hour, so the station was packed. Office workers, 
students, and housewives were moving about, running their errands and whatnot. 
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I usually visited this place at least once a month to buy games or books, but 
whenever I did, I would come early in the morning when there were fewer people 
around. It had been a while since I had to stand in the middle of such crowds. 
“What are you doing, fiddling with your smartphone like that? You know, I thought 
that it would be harder to find you in this crowd, but you stand out a lot, Maehara, | 


almost laughed out loud. You're like a drop of oil in the water.” 


“My bad, it’s totally my fault that I can’t blend with my surroundings like a ninja... 
That said, yo, Asanagi.” 


“Yo,” 
When I looked away from my phone, Asanagi was right in front of me, dressed in her 
casual clothes. She said it would take a while for her to dress up, but she still arrived 


five minutes before the appointment time. 


As expected, she was a punctual one, but then again, I came here fifteen minutes 
earlier... 


“Tm hungry, let’s eat first.” 
“Abh, sure. But, do you have a place in mind?” 


“Yeah. I called the place earlier and they said open tables, so we should be able to eat 
there.” 


“My budget is only 2000 yen though, will that be enough?” 

“Well, that’s for our stomachs to decide.” 

Well, I’ve brought more money than that, just in case, but it wouldn't hurt to save it. 
Today, I left everything to Asanagi as she was the one who invited me. She was 
actually the one who offered to take the lead as thanks for always letting her come 
over to hang out. I didn’t really like crowded places, but I figured doing this should 


be okay once in a while. 


“By the way, Asanagi.” 
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“Mmm?” 
“Are you oKay dressing like that?” 


I didn’t mention it until now, but Asanagi’s attire was much less refined than I would 
have expected. 


She was wearing a black baseball cap and an oversized hoodie. Her lower garments 
were jeans paired with a pair of cheap sneakers. 


Her attire seemed so plain, like something you would wear when you go to a 
convenience store. 


Well, I was wearing something similar, but they were the best clothes I had. It had 
been a long time since I went out, so I actually took about half an hour to decide 


what to wear. 


But, the way Asanagi dressed seemed like she didn’t have that much trouble deciding 
on what to wear. 


“Well, I don’t usually dress like this, but today is an extremely special case... You see, 
we kept our friendship a secret from the rest of the class, no? So, I figured that we 


should keep a low profile, just in case.” 


Understandable. While I haven't seen any of our classmates, I did see a lot of 
students wearing our school’s uniform. 


In my case, no one would be able to recognize me since I was a loner and all, but they 
would definitely recognize Asanagi. 


“If you're afraid that someone will find out, why do this in the first place?” 

“Because it’s fun, duh. Enjoying ourselves outside like this while hiding our 
identities, doesn’t it sound exciting? And everything will be fine, I made backup plans 
in case something did happen.” 


“Alright, fine.” 


“That's what I’m talking about. Let’s go!” 
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I’m still worried, but I'll trust her. 
...Risks aside, I do look forward to hanging out with her like this. 


My thoughts about the situation aside, the fact that it took me half an hour to decide 
on what to wear, I swore to myself that I would take it to my grave... After all, she 
would definitely make fun of me if she ever found out. 
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CHAPTER 12 
ASANAGI IS SO COOL 


The reservation time was coming up, so Asanagi and I quickly left the station and 
headed downtown. 


“Maehara, I don’t mind you walking next to me, you know? If you walk behind me 
like that people will think that you're stalking me.” 


“A-ah, right. Sorry.” 

“Seriously...” 

Asanagi was the one who knew the location of the restaurant, so I intended to follow 
her from behind, but as expected, walking three steps behind her was a bad move, 
huh? I involuntarily sighed. 

I walked half a step closer to her, but she admonished me again. 

“Jeez, I said, walk next to me, come closer.’ 


“Wa—’” 


In the end, Asanagi pulled me by the arm and we walked half a step away instead, 
practically side by side. 


Our shoulders were just barely touching. I felt uncomfortable. 

She told me that the shop we were going to visit was located in a narrow alley. From 
the main road until we reach a certain drugstore on the left side of the road, turn left 
toward the alley right beside the drugstore. We wouldn't get lost looking for the shop 
because the route was straightforward and easy to follow. 


“Seriously, I knew it was coming, but, Maehara, you're such a pain in the ass.” 


“It can’t be helped, okay? This is my first time doing something like this.” 
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I looked forward, my gaze stopped at the group of students wearing their uniforms 
in front of us, students from another school. As they strolled along, chatting happily 
with their group, consisting of both girls and boys, I couldn't help but think that they 
lived in a different world than mine. 


And then I looked at Asanagi, who was walking next to me with her hands hidden 
inside her hoodie pockets. 


“So, Asanagi, do you and Amami-san hang out around here often?” 


“Well, yeah. Though, we just wander around aimlessly here. Depending on how we 
felt, we might go to the karaoke or if we got hungry, we’d go to a cafe, something like 
that.” 


“Hmm... As expected, I can’t relate with that at all...” 


Like I stated previously, I did come here once in a while, but whenever I did, I always 
had a purpose for doing so. Buying new games, books, or doing other errands. Even 
right now, I had a purpose for coming here. 


If I didn’t need to go outside, I’d rather laze around in my house. 

“That's such a lonely way of seeing things. Maehara, you're just overthinking it.” 
Asanagi seemed to have a different opinion than mine though. 

“What do you mean?” 


“What I mean is that you don’t need to have a clear purpose. For example, if we were 
hanging out with Yuu and she asked us to go to karaoke, but Maehara butted in and 
said that there’s a new kind of dessert being released, and asked Yuu and I to go and 
try it instead. With that, we naturally made plans along the way. In this case, it’s 
‘karaoke’ and ‘eating desserts’, so even if we originally went out without a purpose, 
we'll still be able to have fun. Understand?” 


“Abh... That’s... Yeah, I get it.” 


I could understand from their interactions in class that the reason why Amami-san 
kept inviting Asanagi to hang out with her was that she genuinely wanted to spend 
more time with her. 
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Things such as karaoke and the like were mere afterthoughts. 


“That's why, even if we don't have a clear purpose, we've actually already achieved 
our goal, which was to spend our time with our friends. If you think of it that way, 
our activities wouldn't seem like a waste of time.’ 


“That’s true.” 


“In that regard, we aren't really all that different from that group in front of us. After 
all, we’re doing the same thing, hanging out with our friends. Whether it’s outside or 
at your house, we are essentially doing the same thing.” 


The reason why Asanagi and I hung out often was not to ‘play some games’ or ‘eat 
dinner together’, rather it was because we wanted to spend our time together. 


Something like ‘eating dinner together’ was a mere afterthought. 

“Maehara, sure I spent less time with you than with Yuu and the others, but I still 
enjoy spending my time with you, even though I always get annoyed when you beat 
my avatar into a pulp... Also, you don’t get annoyed whenever I make inappropriate 
jokes or call you a loner.” 


“No, I'm actually pissed off by that, you know?” 


Yeah, I got pissed off whenever she did something like that, but I didn’t mind it 
because it would be meaningless to say anything. 


After all, I knew Asanagi was joking. 

“Speaking of which, when you're in Amami-san’s group you seem to be fully 
immersed in your role, huh? Like, I could totally see you wearing a suit, like a 
manager or something.” 

“Shut up... But well, you know, doing that is stressful sometimes, especially when I 
have to deal with a lot of people at once. That’s why I need this kind of peaceful time 


once in a while.” 


“And said peaceful time is... Hanging out with a loner like me? Are you really okay 
with that?” 
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“Mhm, I’m okay with it. You’ve been a great help, thanks a lot.” 
“Ugh...” 


“? What’s wrong? You sound like an iguana that was crushed by a 4WD.’ (T/N 4WD is 
a toy car, if you play Yakuza, they called it pocket circuit in that game) 


“No, well... Wait, what the heck? What’s with that comparison?” 
‘Thank you for being honest with me’- I couldn't say that directly to her face, no way. 
—Seriously, this person is so cool. 


I hated myself for thinking that. 
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CHAPTER 13 
PM FULL 


We passed another group of students as we rounded the drugstore and entered the 
restaurant where Asanagi previously made her reservation. 


“This is... Kushikatsu restaurant?” (T/N: Kushikatsu is deep-fried skewered 
meat/veggies) 


“Yeah. I mean, isn’t it obvious from the signboard?” 


As Asanagi said, there was a signboard with the store’s name, lighting up the narrow 
alley. Obviously, I could read it, but that wasn’t what I meant when I asked her the 
question. 


“This place looks more like an /zakaya than anything... Are we really going to eat 
here?” (T/N: Izakaya is essentially a Japanese-styled bar) 


The time was right before the peak hours, so the place wasn’t packed, but most of the 
customers were businessmen in their suits and the youngest among them were 
university students... 


If two high school students like us entered such a place, wouldn't it seem a bit out of 
place? 


“It’s fine. This is a chain restaurant. I heard that they recently added family-friendly 
menus too. Everything will be okay as long as you don't drink alcohol. Besides, this 
place is cheap and during this time of the day, it isn’t crowded.” 


There were a lot of family restaurants and fast-food chains nearby, but most of them 
were filled to the brim with people. They were mostly high school students like us, 
which was understandable since it was the weekend after all. 


Eating at such a place would be one of the worst things we could do today, so, if we 
were to fulfill our current ‘goal’, which was filling our stomachs, eating in a less 
crowded place would be preferable. 
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“Ah, it’s time, c'mon let’s go in.” 

“Alright, alright, stop pushing me.” 

“But, it’s my first time coming here, you know?” 
“It’s your first time?” 


I thought they would reject our entry, but when Asanagi told them about our 
reservation, the waitress immediately led us to a private room. Because the 
restaurant looked like a bar, I was worried that the smell of alcohol would get me 
drunk, but it seemed like the staff had taken that into consideration, so there should 
be no problem. 


The signboard gave me the impression that this place would be the kind of 
restaurant that only adults could enter, but in reality, this place was more like a 
family restaurant that happened to serve alcohol rather than an actual izakaya. 


Still, I never thought that I would end up having dinner at a kushikatsu restaurant 
after not going out of my house for a while. 


It isn’t like I’ve never had any interest in this kind of place, but places like this always 
intimidated me. It was as if this place was from another world. 


“Hehe... This is a private room, so there’s no need to worry about accidentally 
meeting our classmates.” 


“This being a private room isn’t the problem here...’ 


This place still felt like a place that high school students like us shouldn't casually 
visit. Sure, they let us in, but I felt restless. 


Maybe it was because I was nervous or too excited about it, but I felt uncomfortable. 


“It’s fine. Just treat this as our little adventure. C'mon, don't just sit there, let’s order 
something. What do you want to eat?” 


“I don’t know, it’s my first time here... Huh, is that an all-you-can-eat buffet?” 


» 


“Yep. 
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All-you-can-eat buffet (soft drink included) for only 1.500 yen, evenings only. That 
was still within the range of my 2.000 yen budget. 


Then to order we have to use... This touchpad over here? 

“Alright, for now, let’s order pork and ham... maybe also onions and lotus roots?” 
“Picking the safe options, huh?” 

“So what? How about you, Asanagi? What do you want?” 

“Red ginger.” 

“Daring aren't we?” 

Asanagi started to look less and less like a minor. 

For the time being, we decided to order food and drinks that are easier to consume. 


Maybe I ordered too much of them, but I’m hungry, I’m confident I can finish it all. 
Besides, Asanagi could eat more food than I ever could. 


“First thing first, a toast.” 
“Ah, cheers!” 
We toasted using the glasses of Coke before drinking them up. 


The pleasant cold feeling of the soft drink blessed my throat. Perhaps it was because 
it was chilled, but it tasted three times better than the plastic bottle one. 


Soon after that, some of the kushikatsu I had ordered were brought out. 


Of course, they came out fresh. It had been a while since I had eaten freshly fried 
food like this, after all, most of the dinners I usually had were leftovers. 


“Lets dig in.” 


I poured the sauce that was placed on the table and took a bite. 
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“—Yum!” 

Involuntarily, that word escaped my mouth. 

The crunchy texture of the fried batter, and the juiciness of the pork, filled my mouth 
as | bit into it. In addition, the sauce enhanced the flavor, leaving my mouth with a 


pleasant sensation. 


I didn’t know that freshly fried food could taste this good. Compared to the usual 
soggy stuff I ate, the difference was like heaven and earth. 


“Huh... So Maehara could make such a face... That’s surprising.” 
“W-what about it? Leave me alone.” 
Asanagi looked at me and smiled. 


My cheeks heated up as I realized that she had caught me in such an embarrassing 
situation. 


I’m gonna be completely at her mercy today, huh? 
“Well, whatever... This tastes really good, l'Il order four more.” 


After that, we continued to eat for the whole hour without starting any conversation. 
I could proudly say that we both fully enjoyed our meal. 
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CHAPTER 14 
AT THE ARCADE 


We drank and ate until the one-hour limit was up, then walked out of the restaurant 
feeling quite satisfied. 


“Haah... I’m full.” 

“Same. I don’t think I can stuff anything else in my stomach either.” 

In her case, not only did she eat the kushikatsu, she also devoured all the dessert she 
ordered. I wonder where all that food she ate had gone? Her belly looked as small as 
ever. 

“Well, now that we’ve eaten, let’s go somewhere else.” 

“Eh, somewhere else? I wanna go home now though.” 

It was still early in the evening, but my eyelids were feeling heavy after eating sucha 
large dinner. If there was a bed next to me, I’m sure I could immediately fall asleep as 


soon as I lay my head on it. 


“No. Since we've eaten so much, we should move our bodies a little, don’t you think? 
Besides, don't you still have 500 yen left?” 


Apparently, Asanagi was planning to use up my budget for the day. 


The 2000 yen was my money for dinner, but it was also my allowance. If I spent it all, 
I couldn't buy the things that I wanted to buy. 


“C'mon, let’s go ~ you don’t want to let a frail girl like me walk alone in this street 
right? Maehara, you're the worst ~” 


“This frail girl has a thick face.” 


It seemed like I had no choice but to follow Asanagi’s lead. 
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So, after leaving the kushikatsu restaurant, Asanagi and I moved toward the 
amusement center inside the station area. 


It was the weekend, the place was crowded with people even after dinner. Intense 
flickering light came out from the game screen, lighting the dimly lit area. There was 
also the loud echo of the bass, resounding through the floor. 

And of course, the voices of the people enjoying their games were also there. 
“Thanks for waiting, here are the tokens.” 


“Thank you.” 


Apparently, to play the games here, you had to buy some tokens first. Asanagi and I 
each bought 500 yen worth of medals, so in total, we had 1.000 yen worth. 


It seems like 1000 yen got us quite a lot of tokens, going by how full the cup was. 
We could easily mess around for an hour with this many. 
“Is this your first time coming here, Maehara?” 


“Whenever I came to go to the game store upstairs, I only glanced at this place, I 
found that this place is too noisy for my taste.” 


“So, it’s your first time.” 

I’m not the type of person who would casually go to these places by myself. This 
place was filled mostly with people who brought their friends along, a loner like me 
wouldn't fit this atmosphere. Telling a loner like me something like ‘go play there 


alone for two hours’ feels more like a form of harassment than anything. 


Asanagi probably had visited this place quite a few times along with Amami-san and 
the others... She seemed familiar with this place. 


“Alright, let’s put those tokens to good use.” 


“You sound like a pachinko addict. Are you okay?” (T/N: basically gambling machine, 
including but not limited to slots) 
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I had a bad feeling after hearing that line coming from her mouth. Is everything 
gonna be okay? 


“Don't worry, don’t worry. I’m good at these games, so you can hop on my boat and 
sail to victory with me.” 


“Victory my butt... Also, are you always acting up like this whenever you come here?” 


“Of course not, if I act like this in front of Yuu and the others, it will conjure up a 
disaster.” 


“Then, please act normally while playing with me too.” 


Then again, I didn’t know which game was fun to play, so I ended up following 
Asanagi. 


The game that she picked was... A horse racing game. How this game worked was, 
you bet the finishing order of the race, and you'll get tokens based on the multiplier 
you hit. (T/N: Uma Musume but arcade kek) 


“Hey, hey, Maehara ~ Which one should we pick ~? I think number 9 should be good, 
right?” 


I don’t get it. She was staring at the screen with an ecstatic face. 


There seemed to be more than one way to place our bet, including single wins, triple 
wins, and wide. Asanagi and I decided to place our bet based on our predictions, the 
game multipliers, and various other factors. (T/N: single wins and such are the types 
of bets you can place on horse races, single means you pick a horse that will win the 
race, triple means you pick three horses for the first, second, and third position of the 
race, and wide, I don’t know, I can’t find anything about it) 


We decided to go with the single wins. Our odds of winning were lower, but it 
seemed to be the most fun option, so all is good. Asanagi... put a lot of tokens in, will 
that be okay? 


[| Okay, all the horses in line! The one ahead is the number 8, Admiral Lind—!!] 


“Alright! That’s great, keep it up...!” 
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Asanagi whispered to herself while looking at the large screen. 


Though everything was just a game, I still put my tokens in, so I also looked forward 
to seeing who would win this race. I wasn’t as excited as Asanagi though. 


“Huh? Maehara, won't we win at this rate? Yo, it’s coming, it’s coming!” 
“Seriously...” 


Both Asanagi and I placed the same bet for the winner, so if we hit it, we'll both get 
the jackpot. 


The race was approaching the final lap as the horse we picked galloped past its other 
competitors and— 


“Oh, here it comes!” 

“Let's go baby ~! Three times profit, that’s what I’m talking about!” 

The horse that we had bet on came in first. Asanagi also bet on a couple of horses 
and her prediction on their finishing position came true, resulting in her winning a 
huge amount of tokens. 

When we recounted our tokens, they easily doubled the original amount. 


The tokens that I had to carry felt heavy in my hands. 


“I thought it would be a flop, but I’m glad I bet on your beginner’s luck. Thank you, 
Maehara!” 


“You’re welcome.” 


I was a little bit nervous thinking what would happen if we had lost, but we won, so 
all is good. With this many tokens, we could play as long as we want here. 


“Alright, now that we have more tokens...” 


I was about to move on to the next game with the pile of tokens in hand, but before I 
knew it, Asanagi, who had been standing next to me, was standing in front of the 
horse racing machine again. 
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“Asanagi, what are you doing?” 


“Hah? What are you on about, Maehara? The previous win was just the beginning, 
the real game starts now.” 


I knew it. 

Asanagi tried to push her luck even more here. 

She even placed most of our tokens as her bet. 

And so, the result of that was... 

“Hey, Maehara.” 

“What?” 

“Pm sorry.” 

“As long as you repent, it’s fine.” 

We lost a lot of tokens and ended up with less than what we started with. 


I secretly swore in my heart to never let Asanagi gamble again. 
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CHAPTER 15 
BUMPING INTO EACH OTHER 


The horse race thing worried me at first, but after that mess was over, I did enjoy the 
non-gambling-related games. 


“Asanagi, take care of that zombie for me.” 
“Eh? What are you saying so suddenly... Ugh, this guy... Oraoraoraora...!” 
In consideration of me, Asanagi took me to play a shooter game with her. 


It took a while for me to get used to it since I’ve never played it before, but once | got 
used to it, I managed to deal with the enemies without losing any of my lives. 


Shooting things with a gun like this is fun. 

“Hmm... Second place, huh? I guess my mistakes at the start were impactful after all.” 
“No, no, no, it’s your first time playing and you got into the ranking list, that’s 
amazing enough already. Whenever I played this with our classmates, we always got 
done in before we could even clear it.” 

“.Asanagi, once more?” 


“Mm... Sure, fine.” 


Originally I planned to only play it for one round, but that one round felt more like a 
warm-up than anything, so I decided to go for another round. 


Sure, we were only playing for fun, but I was quite a competitive person, so I had to 
take it seriously. 


“Hey, Maehara.” 


“Mm? What?” 
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“Are you having fun?” 

“Well, I guess... you?” 

“Well, I guess.” 

Asanagi mimicked my tone while grinning from ear to ear. 

“Don’t mock me.” 

‘Tm not, I’m just telling you the truth. Hey, focus, the enemy is coming.” 
She said as she held up her gun and aimed it toward the screen. 
SUPE 


At first, I was just going along with whatever Asanagi wanted, but now, I feel like I’m 
the one who's pulling her around. 


Before coming here, I always thought that this place was just an idiotic, noisy place, 
but now that I’m here with Asanagi, I find myself enjoying it. 


Guess you gotta experience it by yourself before you could judge it, huh? 

“ORA” 

Clank! 

After we were done with the shooting game, we went to the batting cage. 

Asanagi decided to show me the ropes, so we went to the 120km/h speed pitching 
machine. That speed should be quite difficult for a girl to handle, but Asanagi proved 
me wrong and was able to hit the ball with amazing accuracy. 


“You weren't lying when you said you're good at physical activities.” 


“Of course! I’ve been hanging out with Yuu since I was little. Besides, I need to get 
some exercise every once in a while.” 


Asanagi, her sweat trickling down her forehead, came over with a satisfied look on 
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her face. 


She was still wearing her oversized hoodie and jeans, but I could tell from her figure 
that she was in good shape. 


Even though she slacked off occasionally, she probably did enough to stay fit. No 
wonder she could accompany Amami-san as the center of the class. 


“Since I hit a home run, I got a bonus round, so, here, Maehara, your turn.” 
“Huh? Me?” 

Asanagi held the bat out to me. 

“Of course. You have to exercise once in a while too, you know?” 

But, I’ve never even held a baseball bat before. 


Not only have I never played baseball, I’m also bad at sports in general. Hitting the 
ball with this bat might be a pipe dream for me. 


“Don't worry, no need to be embarrassed if you can't hit it, I won't laugh at you.” 


“There you go with your ‘I won't laugh at you’ again. Stop saying words that you 
didn’t mean.” 


“Hey, just do your best. If you hit it, I will buy you juice, okay?... Ah, bunting is a no 
go, got it?” 


“Tch...” 


Well, like she said, Pll just treat it as exercise and be done with it. There are no other 
people around, so all is good. 


I took the bat and helmet from Asanagi and stepped into the batter box. 
The pitch’s speed would be 120km/h, the same as Asanagi'’s. 


Asanagi told me that I could lower it, but since Asanagi did it at this speed, I should 
be able to do it too. 
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The first pitch. 
Whoosh! 
“Woah...!” 


It didn’t look this fast from outside, but when I got into the batter’s box, the speed of 
the ball surprised me. 


So 120km/h was this fast... 
“Hehe, Maehara, you scaredy-cat.” 
|” 


“I-I’m not scared, shut up 


I calmed my mind and took on the second pitch... This time I swung my bat, but it 
missed. 


Whoosh, the bat caught nothing but air. 

“Maehara, watch the ball carefully first. Aim carefully, predict the ball’s trajectory, 
and intercept it with the bat. Don’t think about doing something ridiculous like 
getting a home run, just think about hitting it first!” 


“ Ugh...” 


I swung the bat on the third and fourth pitches following Asanagi’s advice, but I 
failed them both and got a strikeout instead. 


While everyone else in other boxes was hitting the ball, I got strike after strike 
instead. 


“It’s okay, it’s okay. Your aim is getting better and better with each pitch, you know?” 


“Thanks for the encouragement, but can you stop rubbing salt on my wound? Isn't 
this just a game?” 


“Well, I mean, Maehara, you look so pathetic right now, I figured I’d give you a word 
of encouragement.” 
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“Such a dick...” 

“C’mon, leave it at that and just do your best! There are still three pitches left.” 
I followed Asanagi’s advice and only thought about hitting the ball. 

“Aim carefully... and intercept the ball’s trajectory with the bat...” 

Clink! 

“I-I hit it...’ 

“Ohh! The ball’s direction is wrong, but good job!” 

I rubbed the bat. 

Okay, I got this. 

Clink! 

“Ohh! That was close!” 

I hit it and the ball went down, but I felt like I could hit it properly next time. 
Į just needed a little bit more power. 

“It’s the last pitch, Maehara!” 

The last pitch, the conditions were the same as the previous pitch. 

“Aim carefully... and swing!” 


With Asanagi’s advice in the back of my head and her cheering behind me, I swung 
the bat and hit the ball as hard as I could... 


“Here you go, good work out there ~” 
“Thank you.” 


traitorAIZEN 81 | 365 


After using up all the tokens, Asanagi and I were sitting on the couch in the resting 
area while drinking juice that Asanagi bought. 


The batting result was, well, the ball went forward, but my swing was weak, it didn’t 
even reach the machine. 


“„„Asanagi.” 

“Mmm?” 

“Next time, lIl hit a home run.” 

“Oh, someone’s fired up. Sure, I’ll look forward to it.” 


It had been a while since I’ve moved my body like this, so I was struggling to catch 
my breath. But strangely, it didn’t feel unpleasant. 


I don’t know if it’s because of the games or the fact that I’m with Asanagi, but 
everything feels fun. I enjoyed myself enough that I would love to come back here 
again. 

Maybe next time, I will come here alone... Well, if the place is less crowded, that is. 


“It’s almost time to go home.” 


“Right... Ah, I need to go to the toilet first, hold this for me and wait for me outside, 
okay, Maehara?” 


Asanagi left her bag with me and went to the toilet. 


Is it okay to leave this to me? Isn't the content of this bag important to her? Well, I’m 
glad that she trusts me enough to have me hold on to her bag, but still... 


“.. Thinking back, I never expected that I would get along with Asanagi so well...” 
I muttered to myself I stared blankly at the group who was playing a game. 
The loner me and one of the centers of the class, Asanagi. 


If we were living our lives normally, we would never have gotten along, but now, we 
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were connected with a strong bond of friendship. 


It had been a while since | first introduced myself to the class, the introduction that I 
thought went horribly wrong, but because of that introduction, the ‘second cutest 
girl in class’ came into my life. 


“She taught me how to be brave and how to not feel embarrassed at my own 
failure...” 


The people called ‘loners’ were originally the people who were sensitive toward 
other people’s impressions of them. They didn’t want to be ridiculed by people, they 
couldn't stand the embarrassment, that was why they tried so hard not to fail. But 
because of that, they became hesitant to take a step forward when the opportunity 
presented itself. 


In my case, even when there was someone I wanted to be friends with or someone 
that I liked, the fear of failure prevented me from taking action. That was why I’ve 
always been alone. 

However, thanks to that failure, I was able to befriend Asanagi. 

Even if I previously failed, that didn’t mean it was the end of the road. Rather, it 
would open up another path that I couldn't previously walk... I think Asanagi taught 


me that... 


“Now... it should be about time for Asanagi to be done with her business... Let’s get 
outta here...” 


The moment I stood up from the bench while carrying Asanagi’s bag on my 
shoulder... 


“Huh? Is that you, Maehara-kun?” 
peel ERZ” 
“Ah, it’s really Maehara-kun! Hey ~ Maehara-kun ~!” 


One of the girls from that group I was looking at approached me while waving 
cheerfully. 
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She was wearing a familiar uniform. I could recognize her even in this dimly lit place. 
She was the last person I wished to meet today. 


“.Amami-san...” 
“Yes, it’s your classmate, Amami ~” 


With her angelic smile, Amami-san stood right in front of me. 
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CHAPTER 16 
A PINCH 


We were saved since Asanagi was away at this time, but I never expected to run into 
Amami-san here. 


“Eh? Yuu-chin, you know each other?” 
“Jeez, Ninacchi! He’s our classmate! We even met with him the other day!” 
“.N-now that I think about it...” 


Maybe they were just messing with me, but apparently, other than Amami-san, my 
other classmates didn’t recognize me. 


Then again, I was like air in class, even if I were to walk right in front of everyone, I 
was completely confident that they would never notice me. 


“Maehara-kun, do you come here often? It’s the first time we bumped into each other 
here, right?” 


“A-abh... Mhm... That’s true...” 


I casually fiddled with my phone, pretended that I was doing something with it, but 
in reality, I secretly called Asanagi, before quickly shoving my phone into my pocket. 


My phone was cheap and it picked up a lot of the background noises, so if I did this, 
my phone should be able to convey the conversation between me and Amami-san to 


Asanagi. 


“Ah, are you here with someone else? Right, of course! Playing alone in this place is 
boring after all.” 


“S-something like that, yeah. I’m a little bit tired right now, so I’m taking a break by 
myself.” 
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“Really? I noticed there are two drinks over there, so I assumed that you're here with 
someone else...’ 


“Uhh...” 

As expected, Amami-san was really observant. Of course, she also observed everyone 
in the class closely, it wasn’t limited to me. Normally she was like an angel, spreading 
her kindness toward everyone in the class, but right now, she was more of a demon 


than anything. 


At this rate, no matter how obscure Asanagi’s attire was, Amami-san, her best friend, 
would notice that it was her immediately. 


Anyway, I need to make sure that they won't find out that Asanagi is currently here. 


We were still keeping our relationship a secret after all, letting Amami-san and the 
rest of the class know about it would be bad. 


“Still, I’m glad that Maehara-kun has friends you can hang out with. I was a little 
worried about you because you were alone all the time in class.” 


“I-I see... But, I prefer to be by myself, so you don’t need to worry about me...” 


“Really? Well, if you feel lonely, you can always reach out to me! I don’t mind you 


» 
! 


inviting me for lunch too 
“O-okay...” 


I’m thankful that Amami-san felt concerned about me, but, after seeing the faces of 
her cronies... Yeah, I won't be calling out to her in the future. 


I’m quite perceptive if I may say so myself, I can read the air. 
‘Don’t get ahead of yourself, loner’, that’s what they are telling me with their faces. 


“Thank you for your kind words... I'll gratefully keep them in mind. Well, I have to go 


» 


now... 


“Ah, wait a minute!” 
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I decided to leave the place immediately. But as I was about to leave, Amami-san 
grabbed my shoulders from behind, it seemed like she had something in her mind. 


| had a bad feeling about this. 
“W-what is it...?” 


“Hey, if you want to, you can hang out with us right now, Maehara-kun! Of course, 
you can bring your friend along too!” 


“Eh?” 
I was so surprised that I let out a strange sound. 


“Wait, Yuu-chin! Wouldn’t that inconvenience Maehara-kun? Besides, Maehara-kun 
seemed to be occupied with something.” 


Perhaps she didn’t fancy the idea of me tagging along, Nitta-san immediately chimed 
in from the back. Well, me too, even if Amami-san went through the trouble of 
inviting me like this, I disliked the idea. Even if Asanagi was included in her group, I 
would still dislike it. 


“Nitta-san is right, Amami-san. Besides, if I were to join in, everyone would have to 
be considerate toward me and they wouldn't be able to enjoy themselves to the 
fullest.” 


“Really ~? I think it would be more fun with more people though...” 


If I were a more sociable person, I would be able to blend into the group without 
ruining the atmosphere, but unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. I’m bad at dealing 
with any kind of group activity with more than three people in it, and I'd prefer not 
to ruin the group’s fun. 


If Asanagi were here at Amami-san’s side, she could warn her about it because she 
was her best friend and all, but she wasn’t here right now. 


“Yeah, it'll be more fun if Maehara-kun joins in, no? Or maybe you dislike him, 
Ninacchi?” 


“Eh? N-no, no way that’s the case, right...?” 
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Out of everyone here, Nitta-san was probably the closest person to Amami-san, but, 
sadly she wasn’t Asanagi, she wasn’t close enough to Amami-san to act more 
assertively toward her. 

Reining in the uncontrollable Amami-san while keeping up and guiding the other 
people such as Nitta-san... When I first heard that Asanagi was doing something like 
that, I could only vaguely imagine such a scene. Now that I’ve witnessed what she 
was really up to, there was only one thought that popped out in my mind. 

Asanagi was actually doing such a troublesome thing. 

“I can see why she’s exhausted...” 

“Eh? Maehara-kun, did you say something?” 

“Ah, no, nothing... Anyway, about the thing you said previously...’ 

“Mhm, what do you think?” 

“sorry but, I don’t want to hang out with you guys.” 


“Eh?” 


Hearing my words, the cheerful expression on Amami-san’s face immediately turned 
gloomy. 


“Ah, of course, I’m glad that Amami-san invited me, but, you see, I’m not big-hearted 
enough to hang out with a group of people who clearly dislike me.” 


‘In other words, you lot’, I glared at her cronies, including Nitta-san. 


Both my attitude and words were clearly filled with hostility and it would definitely 
deteriorate the good atmosphere they previously had. 


Normally, I would just ignore them and retreat, but by the time I realized it, my 
feelings were already leaking out of my mouth. 


I didn’t know why I felt this way. 


“Besides, today is the day for me and my friend to hang out together. I’m sorry, but I 
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don’t think neither my friend nor I, would like it if someone were to intrude on our 
time together like this... So, my bad, I can’t accept your invitation.’ 


“Ah, Maehara-kun...” 
“Then, see you later, Amami-san... I appreciate the invite.” 
With that said, I waved lightly and shook Amami-san’s hands off, and walked away. 


I vaguely heard someone trying to tell me something, but the sound of the 
background music drowned out their voices. Not like I cared about what they had to 
Say. 


After making sure that no one was following me, I pulled out my phone from my 
pocket. 


[Thank you, Maehara. You saved me.| 
“You're welcome... Well, we’ve had enough fun for today, so let’s go home.” 
[...Mmm...] 


We decided to meet up again at the ticket gate. In the end, we managed to escape 
from the arcade without being discovered by Amami-san and her cronies. 
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CHAPTER 17 
ON OUR WAY HOME 


After leaving the arcade, I immediately left the building and headed toward the ticket 
gate. 


The time was 10 pm, so the station was filled with mostly adults, as the students had 
gone home earlier. 


As I finished buying my ticket and passed through the gate, I noticed Asanagi hiding 
behind a pillar. 


pre (oN 

“Yo.” 

We both lightly waved before walking toward the station platform together. 
“Just to make sure, did you bump into Amami-san...?” 

“If I did, I wouldn't be here.” 

“Ah, right...” 

“Mhm...” 

If that was the case, it would be fine even if we take the same train home. 


We boarded the train heading for the next station, which arrived shortly after we 
arrived at the platform. 


It was a weekend night, the train was crowded with businessmen and college 
students coming back home after finishing their work. 


“Whoops.” 
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The moment I got inside the train and tried to take a breather, my feet felt wobbly. 
It was my first time playing in the arcade, then there was that batting game and the 
encounter with Amami-san. I guess my physical and mental exhaustion came 
rushing in, replacing the tension I had previously felt. 

“Maehara, are you okay? There’s an empty seat over there, you should sit.” 


‘Tm fine, just a little dizzy. You’re the one who should sit, Asanagi.” 


“Tm physically stronger than you, I’m fine... C'mon, just sit down, don’t think too 
much about it.” 


“W-wait... Ugh, jeez, fine, I got it, so stop pushing me!” 


I sat at the only vacant seat and Asanagi followed me and stood right in front of me. 


The distance to the next station was short and the ride would only take a few 
minutes, so, I guess it would be fine to let her stand like this. 


“What?” 
“No, nothing...” 


I couldn't bring myself to say anything to Asanagi, who was looking down at me, so I 
gave up on doing that and glanced away. 


Asanagi and I were supposed to be equal, but at this moment I felt like a frog being 
stared down by a snake. 


“. sorry, Maehara. You had to go through all that because of me...” 

The rattling noise in the background served as a BGM as Asanagi, who was holding 
the train’s hanging strap, blurted those words out of her mouth while staring at me, 
looking apologetic. 


“You mean... The thing with Amami-san back in the arcade?” 


“Mhm... I heard most of it.” 
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I didn’t tell her in detail what was going on, but it seemed like my phone picked up 
everything for her to hear. I knew it was an old model, but, seriously, I don’t need 
such an unnecessary feature. 


“You don't need to concern yourself about it, Asanagi. It’s true that aside from 
Amami-san, the others dislike my presence there.” 


I said that out of consideration to Asanagi, but honestly, I didn’t think what Amami- 
san did back then was right. 


If Asanagi was there, she would definitely stop her, but she wasn’t there. That was 
the reason why the situation devolved as quickly as it did. 


“Still, there was no need for you to be so hostile to them, you know? If you said 
something like that right to their faces, they would treat you even worse.” 


“That’s true, but still...” 

Of course I was aware that Amami-san had no ill intention when she invited me. She 
probably did that because she saw me alone at school often and was worried about 
me. So, to make me not feel isolated from the rest of the class, she invited me. 
However, I refused her. 

To me, eating dinner with Asanagi, playing games at the arcade, holding that 
unfamiliar bat... Being together with my friend who I could truly be myself around 
was more than enough. | didn’t want that pleasant feeling to be ruined by hanging 


out with those people who clearly didn’t want to be around me. 


That was why I lashed out back then... and it was much too late to regret what I had 
done. I’ve made my bed, so now I have to sleep in it. 


Not only would they label me as a loner, but from now on, they would also label me 
as someone who couldn't read the room. 


“Well, I'll follow up with Yuu later. That child is a worrywart, so I’m sure that she'll 
call me... Ah, here comes her text.” 


“That's quick... What did Amami-san say?” 
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“Umi, what should I do, I think I did something bad to Maehara-kun’, she said.” 
As expected, I made her worry about me. 


I should have done a better job back then, but I was too preoccupied with keeping 
Asanagi away from her to pay any attention toward anything else. 


“Sorry... I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble...” 

“It’s fine. Helping you out when you're in trouble is what ‘friends’ are for, right?” 
“Friends, huh...?” 

“Mhm.” 

Said Asanagi as she reached for my head and began to stroke it gently. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Mmm? Nothing much, your head is just in the perfect position for patting.” 

“els that so?” 

“Mhm.” 


She was totally treating me like a child, wasn’t she? Still, I was too exhausted to 
bother with this, so I let her do whatever she wanted. 


The train’s shaking, the warm atmosphere, and the warmth of Asanagi’s hand... 
Slowly, my eyelids started to feel heavy. 

“If you feel sleepy, just sleep, I'll wake you up when we are near our stop.” 
“Then, lIl leave it to you...” 


Unable to resist the drowsiness, I slowly closed my eyelids while Asanagi was still 
patting my head. 


.. Thank you, Maki’ 


traitorAIZEN 93 | 365 


As my consciousness was slowly leaving me, I heard a soft whisper in my ears. 
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CHAPTER 18 
UNEXPECTED 


After spending the Friday with Asanagi, as usual, I didn’t take even a step outside of 
my house the following days and instead just spent the days lazing around until 
Monday eventually came. 


Monday. The start of the week. A depressing day for most people in the world. Of 
course, that was the case for me too, but today especially, I felt more depressed than 
your average Joe. 


“Will it be oKay...?” 


I sighed at myself as the silhouette of the school, which was built on a small hill, 
came into my view. 


I was sighing because of the event that occurred a few days back. 

The event when I told Amami-san and her cronies off back at the arcade, well, it was 
more like me picking a fight with them. The more time passed the more embarrassed 
I got from remembering that event. 

Seriously, what the hell was I doing? 

Well, I’m eating my just desserts, of course. After all, I’ve been trying to stay out of 
trouble, yet I still said that one thing out loud, and completely invalidated everything 
that I’ve done. 


‘Sorry but, I don’t want to hang out with you guys.’ 


Ah, of course, I’m glad that Amami-san invited me, but, you see, I’m not big-hearted 
enough to hang out with a group of people who clearly dislike me.’ 


“Ugh...” 


That was embarrassing. 
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Why did I, a mere loner, go out my way to say those awful things? 
“I will sour the class’ atmosphere the moment I step inside, I’m sure...” 


I’m sure Asanagi will help me smooth things over with Amami-san, so I don’t think 
there will be any problem in that regard, but she wasn't the only one I picked a fight 
with. That was the main source of the problem. 


The moment I walked into the room, the people who had been happily grouping up 
stopped whatever they were doing at the moment and glared at me as if they were 
looking at trash. I could imagine such a scene. 


If that were to happen, I would be completely isolated from the rest of the classroom. 
Maybe I’m overthinking this, maybe nothing will actually happen. However, once my 
thoughts spiraled toward these negative thoughts, my loner mentality keep me there. 
The fact that I couldn’t consult anyone about this problem is just a cherry on top. 


“Someone I could consult...” 


I knew Asanagi had my back, my only friend. The only person other than my parents 
and myself whose number was recorded in my contact list. 


I knew she would listen to me if I were to talk with her. She might tease me about it, 
but she was a serious person by nature, I could trust her completely in that regard. 


However, I didn’t think that crying out to her was the right thing to do in this 
situation. 


At school, everyone relied on her, Amami-san, the other classmates, and even our 
homeroom teacher relied on her. After all, her grades were excellent, her 
mannerisms were perfect and she was a perfect honor student. 


However, Asanagi was only human. If she did all those things regularly, she would 
eventually get exhausted. Rather, it was because she was exhausted from dealing 
with those things that she came to me. 


I shouldn't try to add to her burden when she was supposed to relax around me. 


In my opinion, your friends weren't tools you could just conveniently use to make 
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yourself feel better. That was why I decided not to burden Asanagi with my problem. 
I would only contact her to have fun. 


...Well, that was an excuse. In the end, I just didn’t have the balls to contact her. 

I whispered my greetings toward the P.E teacher in front of the school gate and 
immediately headed toward the classroom. My mood wasn’t the best today, so I 
arrived a little later than usual, right before the homeroom started. Most of my 
classmates had already arrived, save for a few. 

I tried to erase my presence, but it seemed like no one was actually looking at me. 
“Good morning, Maehara-kun. You're a bit late today, huh?” 


“Good morning... I overslept.” 


I started my morning conversation with Ooyama-kun, like usual, there was nothing 
strange about it. 


I guess I was overthinking things. 
“U-Umm... Maehara-kun, do you have a moment?” 


As soon as I sat down and took my textbook out of my bag, surprisingly, Amami-san 
approached and called out to me. 


„I really didn’t see this coming. 
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CHAPTER 19 
SORRY 


Maehara Maki and Amami Yuu. The two people who were completely unrelated to 
each other were having a conversation. This fact made the previously lively 
atmosphere turn silent in an instant. 


“Eh? Ubh... Me?” 


She specifically mentioned my name, so of course she was calling me out, but I was 
freaking out, I couldn't help but blurted that question out. 


Now I gathered the curious gazes of the whole class. 


I doubt anyone would've expected the cutest girl in the grade to call out to the most 
disliked person in the class. The other classmates probably found this to bea 
scandalous development and were loving it. I, on the other hand, hated that this may 
start some stupid rumors that would continue to fuel their conversations. 


“Mhm. It won't take long, I just want to talk to you about... last Friday... Do you... 
Mind?” 


“No, I don’t mind... but...” 
While the other classmates started whispering to each other, I glanced at Asanagi. 


I didn’t know what Asanagi and Amami-san talked about, but maybe she told 
Amami-san to at least apologize to me quickly since our last meeting was pretty 
much an unpleasant one. 


Asanagi gestured an apology with her hands... I guess this meant that even Asanagi 
didn’t see this coming. 


“Tm sorry I made you mad last time. I didn’t know anything about you, Maehara-kun, 
I thought it would be fun if we were to hang out together, but I was too insensitive to 
notice your feelings...” 
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“N-no, it’s fine, Amami-san, you don’t need to apologize. I should be the one to 
apologize. I was the one who was insensitive, so please, raise your head.” 


I didn’t even need to question her sincerity. Her face looked so gloomy, it was 
obvious that she was serious about this. 


It wasn't a forced apology she was giving me. It was a serious, heartfelt one. 

Even though it would be fine if she were to ignore someone like me. 

I knew this already, but Amami-san was really kind. 

“So, will you forgive me? You aren't angry at me anymore?” 

“Mhm. I’m not angry anymore. I have to apologize for what I did too, so, I’m sorry.’ 
“No, no, I should be the one who’s apologizing.” 


Just as we both bowed our heads at the same time, the bell rang, announcing the 
time for the homeroom. 


I gotta say, the bell had good timing. If it didn’t ring at that moment, we would be 
stuck in the endless apology loop. 


“Alright ~ everyone, take your seat... Huh, it’s so quiet, what’s wrong?” 


Yagisawa-sensei, our homeroom teacher, came into the classroom and sent us a gaze 
filled with suspicion. 


“Well... Let’s just say that we're even.” 
“Sure, I’m fine with that.” 


“Thank you, Maehara-kun. But, I want to talk with you a little more... Do you have 
time today?” 


“Eh? Yeah, I do, but...” 


The weekends were no go, but today was Monday, I didn’t make any plans for 
Monday, or any other days, for that matter. 
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“It’s settled then! I'll let you know the details later... I gave you my phone number the 
other day, you saved it, right?” 


“Eh?” 
“Huh?” 


The moment those words slipped out of Amami-san’s mouth, the class filled with 
whispers. 


‘Oi, did you hear that?’ 

‘How did he get Amami-san’s phone number?’ 

‘This isn’t the first time they talked?’ 

‘Oi oi, I’m so jealous... ’ 

They didn’t even try to hide it, their conversations reached my ears. 
“Huh? Eh? Did I say something wrong...?” 

“Amami-san... That was supposed to be a secret, no...?” 

“Ah!” 


The first time we talked was not at the arcade, but a while back, under the shadows 
of the bicycles in the parking lot. 


It was when we hid and watched Asanagi’s confession together. 


I've already apologized to Asanagi about it, but I kept the fact that Amami-san was 
with me a secret. 


This is why it isn’t the class’ murmuring that I’m afraid of. 
“Umm... Ubh... See you later.” 


“Y-yeah...” 


traitorAIZEN 100 | 365 


The moment Amami-san walked back to her seat with her small steps, the phone in 
my pocket vibrated. 


I didn’t even have to look to know who messaged me. 


It was the same person who took her textbook out and stared intently at the 
blackboard. 


[We need to talk. ] 
As soon as I saw her message, I let out a small yelp. 


Will a simple apology be enough for her to forgive me? Should I resolve myself and 
do a dogeza? (T/N: If you don’t know, dogeza is the prostrate apology.) 
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CHAPTER 20 
AMAMI-SAN, ASANAGI, AND I 


The event in the morning where Amami-san blurted out that I knew her phone 
number quickly became the main topic of the day in our class. 


After homeroom, during lunch and even now after school ended, curious glances, 
whispers, and slander that were hurled at me never stopped... Rather, I felt that as 
time passed, they got louder and louder. 

To be clear, Amami-san and I never contacted each other over the phone before, save 
from the time when she made the one-ring call to confirm that I received her number 
back when we eavesdropped on Asanagi’s confession. 

‘Psst, what kind of relationship do you think Amami-san and Maehara-kun have?’ 
‘Maybe they are dating?’ 

‘Hahaha, no way.’ 

‘Then, what happened last week?’ 

‘Who knows? A love affair?’ 

However, everyone didn’t know or care about such things. Because of that, they kept 
talking about it all day long, straying further and further from the truth while 
bringing up their own wet dreams about my relationship with Amami-san. 
Seriously, they need a better hobby. 

“Kept you waiting, huh, Maehara-kun? Let’s go!” 


“Ah... S-sure...’ 


The whole class was talking about it, so of course the other related party, Amami-san 
was aware of the situation. But she didn’t seem to care. Instead, she casually 
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approached me with her usual cheerful smile. 
I guess she was used to this kind of situation, unlike me. 
And, of course, Asanagi was by Amami-san’s side. 


“Sorry to interrupt your time together... But, is it okay for me to accompany Yuu 
here?” 


“Abh... Uhh... Sure, I don’t mind.” 

Scratch that, I desperately need her to tag along. 

Yeah, sure we would be moving somewhere else to have our talk, but the thought of 
having a one-on-one conversation with Amami-san, the cutest girl in the class, made 


me nervous. 


“Tm sorry, Maehara-kun... You see, I get nervous when I’m alone with a boy, that’s 
why Umi is tagging along... Ah, don’t worry, Umi is a tight-lipped girl.” 


“Abh. I see.” 

Yeah, I knew that. 

After all, she didn’t even tell her best friend about her secret friend. 
“Well, that’s that. So I'll be in your care, okay? Maehara-kun.” 
“Y-yeah, likewise, Asanagi... san.” 

We shook our hands as if it was our first time talking to each other. 


Though her grip was unusually strong... No, wait, it hurts, please let me go, it hurts! 


And so, ‘the cutest girl in class’, ‘the second cutest girl in class’ and the ‘loner’ left the 
school together. 


This was such a surprising lineup. 


From left to right, Amami-san, me and Asanagi. I was sandwiched between two 
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beautiful girls. 


I wanted to run if I could though. 


“Mm. Hahaha, jeez, it’s the same old Ninacchi.” 

“Eh? Nitta-san?” 

‘Yeah, she is tailing us from behind, isn’t her stalking skill amazing?’ 
Asanagi muttered that. 


I didn’t notice it, but I guess the other two who were close to her easily read her 
moves, huh? 


Speaking of which, back when Asanagi received a confession, she was also doing the 
same thing... I really wish she would hold back from doing something like this. 


Alright then, we'll do our usual thing, Umi...’ 
‘Yeah, yeah.’ 


Amami-san and Asanagi whispered to each other, ignoring me who was walking 
right in between them. It seemed like they were planning to do something. 


‘What are you going to do to Nitta-san?’ 

‘Eh? Nothing. We’re just going to run away, right, Umi?’ 

Tf someone is following you, you should run, isn’t that obvious?’ 
‘No, I’m sure that’s just a ‘you’ thing... ’ 


However, since being stalked like this felt unpleasant, I decided to go along with their 
plan. 


At the end of the road, we'll dash and split into two groups. Maehara and I will go to 
the left, Yuu, you go to the right.’ 
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‘Got it. Ah, what about the rendezvous point? We can’t really just go to a store nearby, 
there are too few options here... ’ 


Rendezvous point. Normally it would be at a cafe or karaoke, but there was a good 
chance that Nitta-san would be able to find us there. 


A place where it could afford three people to have their secret talk, away from their 
classmate’s gaze. 


... There was only one place that came to mind. 
Ah, what about my house then? It’s pretty close and no one knows where it is.’ 
My mom wouldn't be back until nightfall, we had all the time in the world to talk. 


Also, since Asanagi came often, I took my time to tidy up the room a little bit. Of 
course, Amami-san didn’t know about this. 


‘What do you think, Umi?’ 
‘Well, Maehara-kun doesn’t seem like someone with bad intentions, so it should be fine.’ 


1 J 


Since it wouldn't cost them anything and it sounded like a reasonable choice, I 
thought that it would be a good idea, but their reaction was outside my expectation. 


‘Eh? Did I say something strange?’ 
Ah? N-no, you didn't, it’s just... ’ 


‘Our princess over here is wondering if it’s okay to casually invite a girl into your house, 
Maehara-kun.’ 


J-jeez! Umi!’ 
Ahh...’ 


I realized it when Asanagi pointed it out. It was supposed to be the first proper 
conversation between the three of us. 
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To Amami-san, we weren't even friends yet and I suddenly invited them to my house. 
It was normal for her to be on guard against me. 


I invited Asanagi often, so it completely slipped out of my mind. 
...Now, what to do... 


‘S-sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it... I just thought it would be easier for us to talk in 
my house, I had no ulterior motives!’ 


‘Uh, i-it’s okay! It’s okay! It’s not that I’m suspicious of you or anything, Maehara-kun! I 
was just startled!’ 


She said that, but her face was red up to her ears. Since she was so popular, I thought 
she would be used to something like this, but she’s surprisingly innocent. 


‘It’s settled then. Meet up at Maehara-kun’s house at 5 pm. I'll go with him first, then I'll 
send you the address later.’ 


‘R-roger!’ 

‘Alright, let’s do this, three... two... one... go!’ 

Using Asanagi’s words as a signal, the three of us split up and dashed off. 
“Ah! They’re running away! Hey, wait for me!” 

I could hear Nitta-san’s voice from behind me, but since this was a residential area 
with narrow streets, it was difficult for anyone to chase us down since we could 
easily shake them off at a corner. 

“Who would listen to a paparazzi? Over here, Maehara!” 


“O-Oi!” 


Asanagi grabbed my hand as if it was the most natural thing to do and we ran side- 
by-side all the way to my home. 


“Asanagi.” 
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“What?” 
“This is fun.” 
“Hah? You're kidding right ~?” 


I didn’t know if it was because I was running for my life or because I was just 
nervous, but Asanagi’s hand felt slightly damp. 
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CHAPTER 21 
HER FAMILIAR BACK 


After successfully shaking Nitta-san off, Asanagi and I decided to go to my house 
first. 


We've sent my address to Amami-san, so she should be able to catch up with us. 
“Haah... This should be far enough... Are you okay, Maehara?” 

“Urk... W-what do you think...?” 

“Hitting your limit already?” 

“Haa... I hit that limit after 30 seconds of running...’ 

Being a recluse did have a negative effect on my body. 


It was only inside a game that I could be physically active. In real-life, my physical 
capability was shitty. I was literally holding Asanagi back here. 


“Ah, right, back at the batting cage, you got exhausted after one swing. Seriously, why 
won't you exercise a little bit? Nowadays you can do it indoors, no? There are even 
games that could help you with that.” 

“Ebh... That kind of game is tiring, no thanks.” 

“Don’t ‘ehh’ me! If you lack exercise your body will fall apart quicker, you know?” 


“You said that as if you’ve experienced that before.” 


“My brother was like that, you see? He’s only 25, but he’s already experiencing back 
pain and such.” 


By the way, Asanagi wasn't even out of breath, let alone sweating. She ate more junk 
food than I did, but her body was still in shape, she was amazing. 
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I, on the other hand... While I was thin, if I were to pinch my stomach, it felt pudgy. 
As expected, I should follow in Asanagi’s footsteps and exercise for a bit. 


“Ah, right, can we go to the convenience store first? I just remembered that we ran 
out of tea and cakes for Amami-san, and I need to buy other things as well.” 


“Mhm. Ah, yeah, what about the Coke? You’re almost out of them, no? We should buy 
more while we are at it.” 


“Yeah, we're almost out, but when did you check the contents of my fridge?” 


“Don’t sweat the details ~ Ah, by the way, the ice cream you left in the fridge tasted 
amazing. Thanks for the treat ~” 


“I forgot that I even bought it, so I don’t mind... But, as expected, you were the one 
who ate it, huh?” 


We started our banter like usual as we walked toward the convenience store near my 
house. 


Coffee, milk, paper plates, and tea. I bought everything that I needed. 
“Next is... sweets, what kind of sweets does Amami-san like?” 


“Mm? Yuu said it during her introduction, no? She loves anything sweet and hates 
both bell peppers and bitter melons. She is childish like that.” 


“The same as you then... Well, what about this cookie tin? It’s a little bit expensive, 
but the contents are varied.” 


“That should be fine. That’s the kind of sweets that I look forward to whenever I visit 
a relative’s house.” 


“Then, I'll buy this... Also, put some of those Cokes back, we don’t need that much.” 
“Ebh...” 


“Don't ‘ehh’ me!” 
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Six two-liter bottles of Coke? Are you kidding me? My mom would kill me if she 
found out I bought that much. 


Anyway, I also bought a few other things for us to enjoy on the weekends before 
going straight to the cashier. 


“Everything is 2,944 yen, please.” 
“Urk... As expected the cookie tin is too expensive.” 


I got enough money in my wallet, but this much expense might be a little bit too 
painful for a high school student to bear. 


“Ah, lIl pay half of it. Here, 1,500 yen.” 


“No, no, most of them are for my own use anyway. Besides, my mom will give me my 
allowance later, so it’s okay.” 


“But, you won't eat the cookies, right? C'mon, you don’t need to worry about me, just 
take it.” 


Asanagi didn’t show any intent to back down, perhaps she was concerned about me. 


As we were arguing like that, the surrounding housewives started to whisper among 
themselves and their voices entered our ears. 


‘Psst, you see those kids?’ 


‘Mhm. They’re high school students? They get along really well. Look at them arguing 
over whether to split the bill or have the boyfriend pay.’ 


‘Oh, youth! I used to be like that with my husband too, back in the day!’ 
‘Huh? Didn't you first meet him when you both started to work?’ 

Ah, sorry, I was mistaking him for my ex-boyfriend, ohohoho.’ 

‘Jeez, how could you do that, hm ~?’ 


“Well, just let me pay everything for now, okay?” 
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“Uh, y-yeah, sure.” 


We decided to split the bill later and just paid everything with my money for now. We 
then immediately bailed out of the convenience store. 


“Maehara, let me carry one of them.” 
“Abh, sure, thanks.” 


I handed her the lighter bag, the one that didn’t contain Cokes in it, and walked 
shoulder to shoulder with her. 


“Asanagi.” 
“What?” 
“From the outsiders’ perspective, we look like a couple, huh?” 


“It seems so. Even if it wasn’t the case, if a boy and a girl got along, people are 
bound to misunderstand things like this.” 


I did think that Asanagi and I got along reasonably well. I liked her a lot, but only as a 
‘friend’, not a ‘lover’. 


I wonder why people think that if a boy and a girl got along really well, they would 
be ‘dating’ each other? 


Compared to other girls, Asanagi had a beautiful face, great fashion sense, and a 
serious personality. I could understand why some boys might fall in love with her. 


But, just because I could understand, it didn’t mean I felt the same way as them. 
Whenever we played at my home, Asanagi always lowered her guard around me. 
Sometimes, I even got a glimpse of her underwear whenever she raised her legs to 
kick me. Don't get me wrong, I’m a healthy high school student, so I also think about 
these things. 


But that didn’t mean that Asanagi aroused me and I wanted to have a go with her. 


To me, being able to hang out with her while talking about dumb things was enough. 
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“Hey, Asanagi.” 
“Mmm?” 
“What is love all about, I wonder...?” 


“We are going philosophical now, huh? Well, let’s see... I don’t really understand it 
myself, we are in the same boat in this regard, I guess.” 


“T see.” 
“Mhm?” 


Even Asanagi, who was very sociable, didn’t know the answer to my question, let 
alone a loner like me. 


With a little more distance separating us from each other, we hurried our steps on 
our way home. 


traitorAIZEN 112 | 365 


CHAPTER 22 
COFFEE PREFERENCES 


I returned home with Asanagi and prepared the tea, cookies, and other things we 
just bought. Not long after that, the intercom rang. 


“Yes?” 
[Heya, Maehara-kun. Amami Yuu has arrived ~] 
On the screen of the intercom was Amami-san with her cute smile. 


She probably pushed herself a little when she ran, some of her bangs were sticking 
to her forehead because of her sweat. 


“Sorry, I'll unlock the gate in a second... Okay, come on in.” 
[Roger ~] 


I unlocked the auto-lock and waited for Amami-san to enter. The room was a little 
messy because this gathering was a little bit abrupt, but it wasn’t so messy that we 
couldn't receive any guests. 


For the time being. I shoved the pile of clothes my mother left out into her room and 
cleaned up the table in the living room. 


“Maehara, where are the plates? The cookies are one thing since it’s inside a tin, but 
the other snacks should be placed on a plate, no?’ 


“Right. Well, the plates for the guests should be at the top of the cupboard next to 
the fridge, also, there should be cups and saucers nearby, use those too.” 


“Okay.” 


Asanagi and I divided the roles and made the minimum preparation for us to receive 
Amami-san as a guest. 
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Well, Asanagi was also a guest, it would be fine if she were to just sit on the sofa, 
but... 


‘Let me help.’ 

She said, so I let her help me. 

“Excuse me ~... O-ohh... so this is a boy’s house...” 

“Sorry if it seems cramped, only my mother and I live here.” 

“Ah... S-sorry, was I rude? I-it’s my first time visiting a boy’s house, so...” 
Amami-san turned over here with flushed cheeks. She looked so natural when she 
talked with the other boys in the class, but seeing her reaction now, she was more 
inexperienced than I previously thought. She probably never dated anyone either. 
“What is it, Maehara-kun? Do you have something to say to me?” 

“Eh? N-nothing...” 


Asanagi was relaxing on the sofa while watching over us. 


Right, she also acted reserved like this the first time she came to my house, but now, 
she treated this place like her second home. 


Though, since this was supposed to be her first time coming here, she restrained 
herself from acting like usual. She guided Amami-san to the table in the living room. 


“Woah, a cookie tin ~? I love these. They look kind of expensive though.” 
“Is that so? We’ve been saving them for guests to eat, so, feel free to eat them.” 
“Really ~? Yay ~ Umi, too, don't just sit there, eat together with me ~” 


“Yes, yes, but first, let’s wipe that sweat off your face first, okay? Here’s a 
handkerchief.’ 


“Thank you ~... Wait, don’t treat me like a kid!” 
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“High school students are still technically kids ~ Also, don’t forget to wash your 
hands before eating, okay?” 


“Muu.” 


While Amami-san was distracted, Asanagi moved on to take care of her best friend 
like it was the natural thing to do. 


They should be of the same age, but looking at them like this, they seem like a pair of 
sisters. Though this was a common sight even at school, it was their usual routine. 


Asanagi taking care of the pouting Amami-san. 


I couldn't help but admire the scene. It would be great if someone were to 
immortalize this in a painting. 


“Uhh... Amami-san, what would you like to drink? Coffee or black tea...? Well, we also 
have some green tea if you prefer that...” 


“Then, I think I'll have a coffee ~ With a lot of sugar and milk, please!” 
“Okay, by the way, you said you like sweets?” 

“Mhm. Ah, do you remember what I said in my introduction?” 

“Uhh... Yeah, well, your introduction was impactful after all...” 

I turned on the stove, put the kettle above it, and prepared the coffee. 


Amami-san asked for sugar and milk, so I put them inside. Asanagi preferred her 
coffee bitter, so I only put milk in her’s. 


“Ah, Umi, when did you ask for your coffee? It seemed like Maehara-kun was also 
preparing yours.’ 


“Ah...” 
The moment Amami-san said that my body stiffened. 


I completely forgot that it was supposed to be Asanagi’s first time here and I was 
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supposed to ask her preference for formality sake. 
I’ve been doing this all the time, so my body just moved naturally. 


“Mmm? Ah, I asked for it before Yuu came here. Coffee, no sugar but with milk, right, 
Maehara-kun?” 


“A-abh... Y-yes, that’s right.” 


When I was getting tense, Asanagi gave me her follow-up. Since we arrived first, 
there should be nothing strange with that answer. Nice one, Asanagi. 


“Then, like planned, we're going to talk about last week’s incident, but before that... 
Yuu, Maehara-kun.” 


“Mmm. What’s up?” 

“What is it?” 

“aSo, how exactly did you guys know each other’s phone numbers?” 

“Ugh...” 

Asanagi narrowed her eyes as she looked at us. 

She was smiling, but that smile didn’t reach her eyes. It was really scary. 

Toward this Asanagi, Amami-san, and I immediately confessed and apologized. 

“I see. Well, I had a feeling it would be like this...” 

“Tm sorry, Umi, I knew I shouldn't have done that, but I was worried about you...” 
“Me too, sorry I didn’t mention any of this to you.” 


“? Maehara-kun, why are you also apologizing? You're just involved in this because of 
me and Nina, you aren't doing anything wrong.” 


“That's true, but I didn’t reprimand you two at the time, so, I’m just as guilty...” 
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Asanagi already forgave me, but since I kept the matter of Amami-san’s phone 
number a secret from her, I thought that I should apologize for that. 


“Seriously... Yuu, bring your face closer. You too, Maehara-kun.” 
“Mm? What for?” 

“Yes.” 

Me and Amami-san brought our faces closer to Asanagi. 

The next thing I knew, I felt a sharp pain in my forehead. 

“It hurts!” 

“Ouch!” 

“There’s your punishment, Asanagi-style: Forehead Flick.” 


It seemed like Asanagi did a forehead flick to me... But, it hurt so badly, it felt like she 
was stabbing my forehead with a needle. 


The part that she hit still felt numb even after a while. Maybe I got internal bleeding 
from it. 


‘Tm not mad or anything, I’m just trying to make it even for the three of us. Also, this 
should clear your head a little, right, Yuu?” 


“Y-yes... Sorry about this, Maehara-kun, it’s because I did something strange that you 
got involved in this...” 


“T-it’s okay, I always felt bad toward Asanagi-san too, it’s convenient for me if 
anything...” 


So this is the power of Asanagi-style: Forehead Flick... I should never try to keep 
anything hidden from Asanagi in the future. Even if I have a thousand foreheads, I 
wouldn't be able to endure her ridiculous power. 


“Okay, that’s all for now. If you guys ever do something like this again, I’ll show you 
guys the true power of Asanagi-style: Forehead Flick.” 
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“Ehh?” 
The true power...? So that wasn’t even her final form?? 
“Uhh... Amami-san... The thing Asanagi-san said...?” 


When I called out to Amami-san, she turned her gaze at me as our eyes met. She gave 
me a silent nod with a pale face. 


“Seriously?” 

“Wanna try it?” 

“I politely refuse.” 

How did you even come up with such a technique? 


Asanagi-style: Forehead Flick... How terrifying. 


traitorAIZEN 118 | 365 


CHAPTER 23 
BE MY FRIEND 


After finishing our apologies to Asanagi, we finally moved on to talk about last 
week’s incident. Before that though, we grubbed out on the tea and cookies that I 
had prepared. 

“Ah, these cookies are yummy ~ Umi, look, this one’s got chocolates on it.” 

“Mm... Yeah, they taste good. Oh, try to eat them with these lightly salted potato 
chips. You'll get that perfect mix between sweet and salty when you eat them 
together.’ 

“Really?... Mmm, no, too many calories...” 


The two of them were feeding each other sweets in a friendly manner as usual. 


It was rare to see two people that got along this well, even among best friends and 
childhood friends. 


“Mm? Ah, sorry. We unintentionally left you out... Okay, Maehara-kun, have some 
cookies ~” 


“Ah... Yeah, thanks...” 


I reached out to accept the cookie Amami-san offered, but she pulled back before I 
could take it. 


“Jeez, not like that, Maehara-kun. Say ahh ~” 
“A-ahh?” 
“Tm going to feed you. C'mon, open wide ~” 


I was confused for a second there, but I guess only one kind of ‘ahh’ was applicable in 
this kind of situation. 
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“What’s the matter, Maehara-kun? Don't be shy ~” 
“Uhh... T-then...” 
I felt a sharp gaze coming from a certain someone, but it didn’t seem like she was 


going to say anything. Besides, if I were to refuse this, Amami-san would sulk again. I 
couldn't let that happen, right? 


“How is it? Yummy, right?” 

“Right, well, I was the one who picked them.” 

The combination of both the aroma of the butter and the slight bitterness of the 
chocolate perfectly accented the sweetness of the cookie. If I were to score it, a chef 


kiss wouldn't be an exaggeration. 


“Jeez, I’ve told you over and over again, Yuu. You need to stop doing this or else the 
boys will misunderstand you.” 


“Oh, right. Sorry, Umi... It’s just, Maehara-kun looks so cute when he is eating these 
cookies! He looks like a little bunny ~” 


“Bu—” 


That’s the first time someone ever said such a thing to my face. I hated opening my 
mouth wide, especially when I was eating. I also ate a lot slower than most people. 


For a moment, I imagined myself as a rabbit, but I immediately erased the creepy 
image from my mind. Seriously, that kind of abomination should not exist. 


But now, I think I understand why Amami-san is so popular with the boys in our 
class. She is always able to treat everyone equally kindly, regardless of gender or 
popularity. She treats everyone as if they are her best friends. 


If such a cute girl tried to feed a boy like that, obviously they would misunderstand. 


She is like a temptress in a sense, I guess. 
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“Yuu, stop eating for a second and move on to the main topic. You know, the reason 
why we're even here in the first place?” 


“R-right... Maehara-kun, sorry about last week. You were hanging out with your 
friend, right? I thoughtlessly tried to disturb you, I couldn't read the room, sorry.’ 


“Ah... Mmm. Me too, I’m sorry.’ 


I bowed my head and started to explain to Amami-san the reason why I acted so 
hostile last week. 


I told her honestly how I felt at that time. That I would be too self-conscious to enjoy 
myself in a group with more than three people. That I really cherished the time I had 
with my friend and how I didn’t want anyone to disturb it. 


Amami-san didn't say anything. She just listened intently to what I had to say. 


“I really enjoyed the time I spent with my friend. After all, it was rare for me to play 
around with a student my age like that...” 


Well, I kept some details to myself. If I told her everything, she would realize that my 
friend was Asanagi. 


“I see. You love your friend that much, don’t you, Maehara-kun?” 
“L-love...?!” 


“Mm? What’s wrong, Maehara-kun?” 


“N-nothing... Well, I guess you could look at it that way... But, that person is just a 
friend... I don’t know if I ‘love’ them or not...” 


Asanagi was the only ‘friend’ I had. Of course, she was important to me, but saying 
that I love her right in front of her like this would be a no-no. 


This talk is so embarrassing, I can’t even look in Asanagi’s direction. 
I wonder what kind of face she was making right now? 


“Anyway, please forgive me for last week. Also, I’m not angry anymore, so let’s forget 
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about this and move on.” 

“If you say so, Maehara-kun... Then, handshake?” 

“Mhm.” 

I took her stretched hand and shook it firmly. 

“Good for you, Yuu.” 

“Mhm ~ Thank you, Umi. Thanks to you, I’m able to make up with Maehara-kun.” 
“You're welcome.” 


I was worried about what was going to happen from here on, but at least last week’s 
matter was settled. 


For the next few days, there would be rumors going on about Amami-san and I, but if 
we ignored them, they would eventually go away. 


The most popular girl in class and a loner. We lived in different worlds to begin with, 
and now we could proceed to live in our separate worlds without having anything to 


do with each other. 


“Alright, now that we're done talking, let’s go home quickly. We don’t want to bea 
bother to Maehara-kun, right? Huh, Yuu, what’s wrong?” 


“Ah, mmm... There’s something I want to ask, Maehara-kun.” 
“Mm? What is it?” 


As they were about to go home, Amami-san suddenly turned back and approached 
me. 


I wondered what Amami-san wanted to ask...? 
“Um, Maehara-kun, if you don’t like it, you can be honest with me and say so, okay?” 


“Okay...” 
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“Um... You see...” 
Amami-san continued as her body slightly tensed up... 
“Maehara-kun, if you don’t mind... I want to be your friend.” 


Goodbye, my peaceful life. 
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CHAPTER 24 
MAKI-KUN 


The next day. 


When I arrived at school around the usual time in the morning, a cheerful-looking 
Amami-san greeted me. 


“Oh, Maki-kun, good morning ~ It’s a good day, innit?” 
“Ah... Y-yeah, true.” 
“Jeez, you don’t need to act so reserved around me ~” 


It was a pleasant day, the sky was blue without a single cloud. But who cares about 
the weather. 


My classmates’ looked back and forth between Amami-san and me. 

“Uhh... Yuu-chin, can I ask you a question...? Who is Maki-kun...?” 

“Eh? Ninacchi, are you joking ~? It’s Maehara-kun’s name. How could you forget? 
“Eh? A-ahh, t-there’s no way I could forget something like that...” 

She obviously forgot. Not only her, I’m sure everyone in the class also forgot. But 
that’s not the issue here. It’s the fact that Amami-san referred to me by my given 


name. 


It was just yesterday that she referred to me by ‘Maehara-kun’. Today she suddenly 
called me ‘Maki-kun’. 


Some people would definitely get strange ideas about what happened yesterday. 


“Yuu-chin seems to be getting along well with Maehara... Did something happen 
yesterday?” 
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“Mhm. I made up with Maki-kun yesterday and we became friends. Right, Maki-kun?” 


At Amami-san’s words, the class immediately went into an uproar. It was like this 
yesterday, but it got even noisier today. 


‘Oi, oi, seriously?’ 

Amami-san and that gloomy guy?” 
‘Maybe, he blackmailed her?’ 
‘Blackmail how?’ 

You know, skimpy photos, maybe?’ 


Are you guys stupid? If I blackmailed her, there’s no way Amami-san would cheerfully 
greet me like this!’ 


Sadly, I didn’t have the courage to shout at them, so I decided to feign ignorance. 


Yesterday, when we parted, Amami-san asked me to be her friend and I accepted her 
request. That was why she referred to me by my given name. 


Amami-san called all her friends by their given names. For example, she called 
Asanagi, ‘Umi’ and Nitta-san, ‘Nina. She also liked giving her close friends nicknames, 
according to Asanagi. 


“I don’t know what everyone thinks of him, but Maki-kun is really nice! He doesn’t 
talk much in class and is a relatively quiet person, but he’s honest and smart! Just 
like Umi!” 


“No, you're exaggerating...” 


Well, I guess I do have some similarities to Asanagi; both our favorite foods and the 
way we perceive things. 


“Not at all, right, Umi?” 


“Sure, I’m your best friend, but, if he comes to hate you because you're too pushy 
toward him, I can’t help you, okay? Yuu.” 
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“Eh, u-umm ehehe ~ Well, I think Umi and Maki-kun will be able to get along well! 
You should both become friends and exchange your phone numbers already!” 


“What did I just say...?” 

Not to mention exchanging phone numbers; we texted each other rather frequently, 

but there was no way that Amami-san knew about that. That was why we decided to 
gloss over the topic when it came up. 

Still, I wonder what would happen if Amami-san saw us when we hung out. After all, 
our relationship had already disregarded the barrier of gender. We stopped minding 
that a while ago. 

“Ah, right, Maki-kun, do you have any plans for lunch today?” 

“Eh? No, not really...’ 

“Then, to celebrate us becoming friends, let’s have lunch together!” 

‘T-together?!’ 

Hearing that, the buzzing inside the class got even louder. 


“Yuu! No matter how you look at it, that’s a bad idea!” 


“Really? Maki-kun said he hates being in groups, so being with me alone should put 
him at ease! Am I wrong?” 


“I mean, logically speaking, sure, but... Maehara-kun, what do you think?” 


“U-um... Well, if anything, I’d probably be even more nervous if you did that... I 
think...” 


Amami-san was not only the idol of the class but the entire school year as well. 
The thought of having lunch with someone like that made my stomach churn. 
“See?” 


“Then, what if Umi joins? It will be the three of us instead of just two! Besides, Umi 


traitorAIZEN 126 | 365 


was with Maki-kun yesterday too, so everything will be fine! What do you think, 
Maki-kun?” 


“Uhh...” 
The problem was that Asanagi was also a beauty, second only to Amami-san. 


If I refused her offer again, the whole class would think of me as a stubborn guy and 
that would be bad... I had no choice but to accept, huh? 


“Alright. Let’s eat together...” 
“Really? Yay ~” 
After hearing my answer, Amami-san raised her hands to the sky innocently. 


Is she okay in the head? Being this happy just to have lunch with someone like me... 
seriously? 


“Thank you, Maki-kun! Umi, he gave us the OK!” 


“Yes yes, I’m happy for you. Sorry, Maehara-kun, you'll have to deal with our 
Princess’ selfishness.” 


“Ah, no... I should be apologizing for getting you involved in something like this...” 
It couldn't be helped, but I ended up relying on Asanagi here. 


There was a saying; ‘Help each other in tough times. While I agree with that saying, 
I'd rather not rely on others to deal with my problems if possible. 


When we returned to our seats, I immediately sent Asanagi a text message. 
[Maehara: My bad, Asanagi, I had to rely on you.] 


[Asanagi: It can’t be helped, it isn’t like our relationship is exposed anyway, let’s just 
move on.| 


[Maehara:... Right. Thanks, Asanagi, I’m glad that you were there. | 
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[Asanagi: You’re welcome. I’m your friend too, you know? It’s a given that l'll help 
you.| [Besides...| 


[Maehara: Besides? | 

[Asanagi: Never mind. | 

[Maehara: Okay...?] 

ĮI put my phone away and looked at Asanagi. 


She didn’t notice my gaze as she was staring intently at her phone, but I noticed her 
face was redder than usual. 
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CHAPTER 25 
A LONER’S HIDDEN SKILL 


The three of us settled on having lunch together, and the morning quickly flew by. 


Our mornings usually started with homeroom, followed by 4 periods of lessons. 
Normally, those classes felt like an eternity, but today, it felt like it was over in a flash. 


They say the flow of time is constant, but right now, it doesn’t seem that way. I 
wonder if there is someone out there who has the power to skip through time? 


“Mmm ~ Finally, the morning classes are over ~ It felt longer than usual, don’t you 
think so, Umi?” 


“No, it’s the opposite for me...” 


Asanagi locked her eyes with mine. As expected, she was worried about what will 
happen after this, like me. 


Normally, our classmates would leave the classroom immediately after the bell, but 
today, most of them stayed behind and observed the three of us. 


“Seriously, it’s just having lunch with a male classmate. Why are you guys turning 
this into a big deal?... Also, Nina, put your phone away...’ 


“Ugh... ehehehe...” 


As soon as Asanagi called her out, Nitta-san’s phone slipped out from her sleeves and 
fell to the floor. 


Seriously, one can’t let their guard down against her. 


Like Asanagi said, why would people turn this matter into a big deal? It isn’t like 
we'll do anything more than talking. 


“Ahaha... We can’t really eat inside the classroom like this... Should we eat outside? 
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It’s a bit chilly though...” 


“Sure, I’d prefer somewhere warmer, but whatever... Are you okay with this, 
Maehara-kun?” 


“Uh, sure.” 
So the three of us left the classroom to look for a good place to eat. 


“Hey, Umi, where should we go? I usually eat in class or in the cafeteria, so I don’t 
know of any good spots.” 


“Mmm... the courtyard is fine, but that place is usually crowded. I don't particularly 
mind, but... Maehara-kun, what do you think?” 


True, the courtyard was crowded, but not enough to not have any vacant spots to sit. 
If they thought that it was fine to eat there, I wouldn’t mind. 

‘Hey, are those two girls over there freshmen?’ 

‘Seems like it. They both look cute, especially that blonde girl’ 

‘What about that gloomy guy in the back? Why is he following them? A stalker?’ 

Just by walking down the corridor, we were bombarded by this kind of talk. 

If it was just the two of them, they could just ignore it because people just kept 
calling them ‘cute’ over and over, but they were also hurling rude remarks at me, and 
Asanagi and Amami-san couldn't just ignore those comments. 

If we were to eat in this kind of environment, we wouldn't be able to enjoy our meal. 
“Um, if it’s okay with you two...” 

“Hm?” 

“What?” 


I called out to them as they were talking about eating lunch in the courtyard. 
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I’ve been eating my lunch in the classroom lately, so I haven’t had a chance to show 
off my hidden skill, but now I have the opportunity. My hidden skill, finding a hidden 
spot in the school. 


“Woah, it’s true. This place is so empty, I can’t believe it!” 


“It’s warmer here, there aren't any tables, but there are benches... Yeah, this place is 
perfect.” 


“Right? I’m glad that no one is using this place today.” 


The spot I recommended was the ‘faculty smoking area’. It was located on the south 
side of the school grounds, next to the faculty building where the staff and principal 
offices were located. 


Apparently, until a few years ago, this area had been a place for the teachers who 
liked to smoke to relax during lunch breaks. But recently, due to shifting trends, 
smoking was eventually banned outright on school grounds. As a result, no one used 
this place anymore. 


We cleaned the dusty benches and picked up the scattered cigarette butts... 
Compared to the courtyard, this place was smaller and covered in weeds. Though, to 
be fair the courtyard was well-managed. Still, this place was perfect if we wanted to 
stay away from the crowd. 


The perfect place for a loner like me to relax. 
“Sorry, this was the only place I could think of.” 
|” 


“Don't be! This place is great! Thank you, Maki-kun! Umi too, thank him, quickly 


“Why are you getting ahead of yourself now, hm, Yuu?... Well, thank you, Maehara- 


» 


kun. 


The two of them seemed to be satisfied with the place. They quickly sat down and 
spread out their lunch. 


“Ah, Maki-kun, your egg rolls look delicious. Wanna trade for a sausage?” 
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“I don’t mind, but I made it myself, so it might not taste good.” 

“It’s fine, it’s fine... Wait, you make your own lunches, Maki-kun?” 

“Yeah, whenever my mom is busy.’ 

Amami-san seemed surprised, but in truth, it wasn’t that difficult to do. I just used 
leftovers from last night’s dinner and made some simple side dishes. As long as | 


woke up earlier, I could prepare lunch easily. 


While I did slack a lot, I live alone with my mom, so I did occasionally help her with 
chores. 


“Umi, what should we do? Maki-kun has more girl power than us...” 

“Don't ask me, I lost to him by default...’ 

Asanagi looked at me for a moment, I guess she had something to say to me. 
“Woah... This egg roll is yummy! The sweetness and saltiness are perfect!” 
“Really?... Maehara-kun, can I have some too?” 

“Sure.” 

The moment she put the egg roll in her mouth, Asanagi’s eyes widened. 

“How was it?” 

“This is unfair...” 

It was just a simple dish. I just added a pinch of sugar and some shirodashi when I 
made it. I’m glad that they both liked it though. (T/N: Shirodashi is colorless dashi. 


Dashi is a soup stock made from bonito flakes or kelp) 


I’m curious about what Asanagi meant by ‘unfair’, but whatever, I'll take it as a 
compliment. 
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CHAPTER 26 
WEEKEND WITH YOU 


After the side dishes exchange was done, we had a chat about cooking. 


At first, I was wondering what I should talk about over lunch with Amami-san, but 
this topic came up. Since it was a particularly safe topic, I decided to roll with it. 


“Wow... So Maki-kun can also make sweets... I got the impression that you aren't an 
ordinary person after tasting your egg rolls, but after hearing this... That wasn’t even 
half of your true power, huh?” 


“If it’s only this much, even you can do it if you try though.” 


Considering the cost of the ingredients and time, it was better to just buy sweets 
from a shop. But since I hated leaving my house, I’d rather make it myself. 


“Then, what kind of sweets did you make recently?” 

“I think it was... Banana Souffle Pancake?” 

“B-banana Souffle Pancake??” 

Astonished, Amami-san repeated the words that I just said. 

“H-hey, Umi, did I hear wrong? Did Maki-kun just say that?” 

“Get a hold of yourself, Yuu! It’s unbelievable, but he did say that!” 

They were looking at me as if I was a Namekian or something. 

What are they even so astonished about? 

“I-I mean, it isn’t that hard. You just need to look up a recipe on the internet and 


follow it step by step.” 
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“Ugh... easier said than done... Some people struggle even if they follow the recipe, 
right, Umi?” 


“You see, Yuu here has the ability to turn ingredients into dark matter.” 
Wait, that’s actually possible? 


“Ah, Umi! You're the same as me! On Valentine’s day last year, you made me a pile of 
charcoal, didn’t you? Don’t tell me you forgot about that!” 


“Those were cookies! At least mine were still edible compared to yours! What was 
yours supposed to be again? A replacement for fossil fuel?” 


I guess neither of them had any talent for cooking. So Asanagi was just a big eater 
then. 


“Ah, right. On Valentine’s, we usually just gave our friends chocolates that we made. 
We didn't really have that certain someone to give our chocolates to, you see.” 


“Come to think of it, both of you are from Tachibana All-Girls Junior High, right?” 


Tachibana All-Girls was the best all-girls school in the city. The girls from rich 
families and the girls that had astounding grades attended that school. 


It was an escalator school. They offered education from elementary school up to high 
school. I heard that the majority of the students would continue their education 
there instead of transferring to another school, but those two... Well, I guess I 
shouldn't pry about this. 

They probably had their own circumstances, like me. 

“Tm so ~ envious ~ | love sweets, you know? Now that Maki-kun told me about his 
skills, I want to taste the desserts that Maki-kun makes! Banana Souffle Pancake ~ 
Banana Souffle Pancake ~!” 

“Uhh... If you want it, I can make some for you.” 


“Eh, really? You'll make me some? Yay!” 


Amami-san smiled brightly as she threw both her hands into the air. 
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The ingredients, including toppings, would cost around 500 yen. That should be 
cheaper compared to ordering at a cafe somewhere. 


“Then, l'll have to go to Maki-kun’s house again. Ah, I can’t go today because I have 
other things to do, but another day... How about this Friday? My schedule is free that 
day. Oh right, I won't tell anyone about it, so you don't have to worry!” 

“This Friday...” 

That would be inconvenient for me... 

I had no definite plans at the moment, but I've set Friday aside to hang out with 
Asanagi. Of course, she never asked me to, but I wanted to make sure that Friday 


would be free so Asanagi could come whenever she wanted. 


So, to make plans like this, I had to make sure that I had no plans to hang out with 
Asanagi first. 


“Ah, sorry, but Friday is a bad time for me.” 
“Eh? Really?” 


“Yeah. If possible, I want to keep my schedule on Friday open. Other days are fine 
though.” 


There was a chance that Amami-san would find out about my relationship with 
Asanagi, so I needed to be careful when talking about this topic. 


Should I make plans with Amami-san this week so that she wouldn't find out about 
our secret? 


“Ah, well, it isn’t like I have something to do, but... It’s just, my mom usually comes 
home late on Fridays, so it’s a rare chance to relax by myself, you know...?” 


As expected, I’d rather spend my time with Asanagi. 
I wanted to be there for her. I wanted to be the ‘friend’ that Asanagi could come to 


whenever she was tired from socializing with others. A different kind of ‘friend’ than 
what Amami-san was to her. 
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Hearing my reply, Asanagi mouthed the word ‘idiot’ while turning her gaze away 
from me. 


.. She didn’t need to tell me that, I know I’m an idiot. 

But this was my honest feeling. 

“So, can we do it on another day? If you’re fine with it.” 

“Of course, I’m fine with it! I’m the one who is imposing on you, so I should be the 
one adjusting my schedule! Umi, do you want to go with me next week to Maki-kun’s 


place? C’mon, let’s go together ~” 


“Eh? Well... Sure. As your guardian, I can’t just let you enter a man’s house by 
yourself, can I?” 


“Hehe, thank you, Umi! It’s decided then!” 


So we made an appointment to hang out next week. Just as we finished eating the 
rest of our lunch, the bell rang, a sign that lunch break will end in five minutes. 


“Ah, it’s this late already... Umi, what’s the next class?” 

“Uhh, it’s P.E. Right, we gotta get changed, we have to leave earlier.” 
“Is that so? Sorry, Maki-kun, we have to leave first.” 

“It’s fine. Have a good day, you two.” 


“Mhm! We're off!” 


After seeing them off, I sat down on the bench alone. 
Immediately after that, my phone vibrated. Asanagi texted me. 
[Asanagi: Idiot, you could have hung out with Yuu.| 


[Maehara: Sorry for being an idiot. But I’m the one who decides who I hang out 
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with. | 

[Asanagi: That’s true, but... Do you really want to hang out with me that badly?] 
[Maehara: No, not really. | 

[Asanagi: Liar ~ C'mon, be honest with yourself, you want me, right?| 
[Maehara: No, I don’t, you idiot. ] 

[Asanagi: Look at the mirror, idiot. ] 

[Maehara: Cut it out, idiot, go to your next class already! | 


At this rate, we would end up arguing over nothing again, so I shoved my phone into 
my pocket. 


Seriously that Asanagi, calling other people idiot like that... This Friday, I should 
properly show her who’s the boss. 
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CHAPTER 27 
SLEEPY ASANAGI 


Speaking of which, Asanagi has been coming to hang out with me every week lately. 
Is it really okay for her to not hang out with her other friends? 


That thought suddenly crossed my mind. 


I heard my classmates mention that Fridays were the most popular day to hang out 
since Saturday was a day off. 


This was just my loner self’s opinion but, I think hanging out with a lot of people 
during that day had a lot of advantages. 


Whether it was high school, college, or work... We were all bound to socialize with 
different people throughout our lifetime. That was why establishing communication 
with a lot of people beforehand would make it easier for you to socialize with new 
people. 


Take school for example. Whenever you advanced to a higher grade, the first thing 
people would do was to look for their old acquaintances that came from their 
previous schools. Only after that, would they slowly mingle with the rest of the class. 


Even if they didn’t get along with that said acquaintance back in their previous 
school, they would try to make it work. It’s easier to stick with those you know, after 
all. 


Well, then again, I’m a loner, it’s not like I have much experience. Most things I knew 
on the subject are hearsay. But... I guess that still made me worry about Asanagi’s 
social life. 


Ts it okay for her to hang out with me so often? What about her other friends?’ That 
kind of thought had been nagging at me for a while. 


Of course, I didn’t have any problem with it personally. In the first place, she was the 
reason why I tried my hardest to keep my schedule free on Friday. 
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I didn’t mind hanging out with her. Being with her felt so fun and I wouldn't mind if 
she came to hang out with me every week. 


“Mm? What is it? You’ve been staring at me.” 
Noticing my gaze, Asanagi tilted her head. With fries in her right hand and a 
controller in her left, she wasn’t exactly what you would consider a classy look. But, 


she’s still a beautiful girl, so it still ends up looking picturesque somehow. 


“Ah, I get it. You’re starting to fall in love with me, aren’t you? Then, why don’t you go 
easy on me and-” 


“My ass.” 


“Woah, t-this jackass, you're shooting me? Stop hiding and face me like a man, you 
coward!” 


“Shut up. Learn to hide better, I’m actually worried about your lack of skills.” 

“You don't need to worry about me, I’m still physically stronger than you.” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 

After that, I decided to talk to Asanagi about the thing that had been bothering me. 


Though, in the end, what I wanted to ask was, ‘Shouldn’t you hang out with other 
people more?’ and as soon as she heard this question, her face instantly soured. 


“What? Do you actually hate hanging out with me? You've had enough of me, is that 
it?” 


“I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, to me, Asanagi, you're...” 
“What?” 
“Ugh...” 


My true feelings almost leaked out, but I managed to stop myself. However, Asanagi 
had always been pretty sharp, so she noticed and started to tease me. 
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I messed up. 
“Hmm ~ Hmm ~?” 
“W-what?” 


“Hm? No ~ thing? I was wondering what our dear Maehara had to say about me? ‘To 
me, Asanagi, you're... ’” 


‘VOW Te. 

“Hm? I am what?” 

eral’ 

While she was distracted, I shot her in-game avatar mercilessly with my rifle. 

“Ah, hey! Doing that when I was distracted... You coward!” 

“All is fair in love and war!” 

I managed to derail our conversation and turned her focus back to the game. 
Though Asanagi was still weak, she’s improved a lot, compared to when she first 
started. When I asked her about it, she told me that her brother had the same game 
in his collection and she had been practicing on it. 


I guess that explains why she started using gamer lingo whenever we were chatting. 


Asanagi was on her way to becoming a real gamer... Or rather, she probably had 
become one when I wasn’t looking. 


“Well, I know that you're just worried about me, so thank you for that, I guess.” 
“Mmm. I feel like I’m worrying about something I shouldn't... My bad.” 


“That's okay. It’s true that I’ve been coming a lot lately. I’ve been feeling 
overwhelmed and being here feels comfortable. Well, I do still need to be careful next 
week since there is that matter with Yuu... Anyways, what should we get for next 
week? There’s this okonomiyaki place I’ve had my eyes on.” 
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“Wait, how did the conversation derail this far?” 


The conversation veered far from the main topic, but this was Asanagi, I’m sure that 
was merely my needless worry. 


Besides, it’s her life, she’s free to do whatever she likes. 


“Ah, Right! The manga you lent me before was good... You know, the one with 
amazing art and story, what was it again...?” 


“Oh, ‘Saw-Man’? The last volume of that manga got released yesterday, I bought it 
already.” (T/N: Chainsaw Man ofc) 


“Eh, really? Why didn’t you tell me? Where is it? Is itin your room? Let me read it!” 
“Sure, but I haven't even read it yet...” 

“Then, read it with me! Forget about those soggy fries, c’mon, let’s go to your room!” 
“You were the one who ordered these fries...” 

So, we stopped playing video games and went to my room to read some manga. 

My mom worked as an editor, that was why my bookshelf was filled with manga, 
light novels, and various other books. Whenever I wasn’t in the mood to play games, I 
would lie down in my room and read. 

“Maehara, let me sit next to you.” 

“Mm. Go ahead.” 


“Thank you.” 


After finding the manga we were looking for, we both sat down on my bed and 
started reading. 


It was the final volume of a popular series and the anime was in production as we 


speak. We enjoyed it quite a lot, so both of us took our time and read through it panel 
by panel. 
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“Woah... I didn’t expect that ending... When I first started, I thought this series was 
just some kind of nonsense, but then I kept going and got addicted, it was sick! 
Whenever the boys in our class started talking about it, I had to forcefully restrain 
my urge to join them.” 


“I know right? You don’t know how many times I tried to restrain myself from joining 
them in the middle of their conversation.” 


Asanagi and I were the type of people who loved to discuss our favorite works. We 
would look for the subtleties in the work, plot holes, and any other things that we 
found interesting. 

I heard from Asanagi that whenever she went with Amami-san and the other 
classmates to see a movie, they only ever talked about basic things like how the 
graphics looked cool, or how the music sounded amazing. The conversation never 
reached the depths of our usual conversations. 


That was one of the reasons why Asanagi thought of me as her ‘kindred spirit’. 


“Haah... That was fun... I’m gonna read it from the beginning. Where’s the first 
volume, Maehara?” 


“It’s not in that bookshelf, the other one... Well, I guess I’ll read the other one.” 


After that, each of us laid down on the bed or leaned against the wall as we spent our 
time reading quietly. 


The silence wasn’t awkward for us. 

After all, we weren't unfamiliar with this silence. 

“Haah... It’s been a while since I read that much...” 

I took a short break after the long reading session, only to realize that more than two 
hours had flown by. Lately, I found myself losing track of the time whenever I played 
games or read. 


“I should make some coffee. Asanagi, you want some cof-” 


I was about to call Asanagi out, who was laying down in my bed. 
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“ZZZ... 
“Huh? Is she sleeping...?” 


When I looked closer into her face, I found out that she had indeed fallen asleep. 
Even her mouth was half-open. 


Also, she was snoring. Seriously, falling asleep like this is fine and all, but isn’t she too 
defenseless? 


Did she even realize that she is still inside my room? 
“ZZZ...” 
“Seriously, aren’t you a girl...?” 


However, somehow she still looked adorable. Is it a perk of being a beauty? 


‘God, I wish my face looked as good as her... Well, whatever... ’ | decided to stop 
thinking about it. 


*Yawn 
“Looking at her makes me feel sleepy too.” 


She usually went back home an hour from now, so it should be okay to let her sleep 
for a little longer. 


I pulled the blanket over her before setting an alarm and laid down on the floor. With 
the cushion as my pillow, I decided to take a short nap. 


‘Maki, wake up.’ 
“Mmm...?” 


I was having a pleasant nap when I heard someone's voice echoing through my hazy 
consciousness. 
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The alarm hadn't gone off yet, so it couldn't have been that long since I started 
napping... Maybe Asanagi woke up already?... In that case, I need to escort her to the 
front door. 

“Maki. Maki, wake up.” 

“sorry, Asanagi, I also fell asleep.” 

“Hmm, so that girl’s name is Asanagi?” 

“Eh?” 


I had a bad feeling about this. 


When I opened my eyes and turned around, I saw Asanagi still sleeping peacefully in 
my bed. 


Yes, she was still sleeping. 
If that’s the case, then the one who called me would be... 
I slowly turned my head. 


“I got off work early for the first time in a while... And I see you brought a girl home, 
hm?” 


“M-mom...” 


Standing in front of me was Maehara Masaki. The person who was supposed to be at 
work at this hour. My mom. 
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CHAPTER 28 
OUR PARENTS FOUND OUT 


It was my fault for being careless, but I never would've thought that my mom would 
find out about our relationship before Amami-san did. 


“sorry, Asanagi. I was planning to wake you up earlier...” 


“Mmm... It’s fine ~ I mean, we were both knocked out, so, we’re both equally guilty. If 
your mom didn’t wake us up, we probably would've slept until morning.” 


She was right. By the time my mom woke me up, it was way past midnight. Asanagi’s 
house didn’t have a curfew, but she always called ahead to let her parents know if 
she were to come back late, and since she didn't, her parents must be very worried. 


“Yes, it seemed like those two fell asleep while reading manga... We're sorry for the 
inconvenience... Yes... Yes? No, no... My son is also guilty-” 


While Asanagi and I were sitting on the floor, my mom was contacting Asanagi’s 
parents. She was bowing with an apologetic expression on her face. 


Because of this incident, both our parents now knew that their children got along 
well with a classmate of the opposite gender. 


I did plan to introduce Asanagi to my mom later, but... Not like this... This is literally 
the worst way for her to learn about Asanagi. 


“Sorry for the wait, Umi-chan. Since it’s already this late, your mother is letting you 
stay over.” 


“E-ehh? W-wouldn’t I become a bother then? Besides, Mae... no, Maki-kun is...” 


Right. No matter how well we got along, we were still of the opposite genders. It was 
normal for us to worry about this matter. 


“It’s fine. Even if your house is close by, we can’t let a girl walk home alone in the 
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middle of the night. I think we both know that my son over here is a little bit 
unreliable in that regard too, right? Of course, I'll make sure that he won't lay a finger 
on you tonight, so you don’t need to worry, Umi-chan.” 


“I won't touch her. I mean, even when we fell asleep, she was sleeping on the bed 
while I laid down on the floor by myself.” 


“You say that, but didn’t you take a peek at her sleeping face and touch her cheeks?” 


“No way in hell I did that. We aren't in that kind of relationship... C'mon mom, have a 
little faith in your son.” 


Though her speculation was kind of correct. I didn’t touch her cheeks, but I did take 
a peek at her face. Of course, I regretted nothing. 


“Still, to think that Maki is bringing a cute girl home... Even though he only ever 
holed up inside the house and played video games. Maki, since when have you been 
getting along with Umi-chan?” 


“Why are you badmouthing me like that?... Uh, well... It’s been about two months 


» 


now. 


Technically I hadn’t brought anyone home. She initially came uninvited. But, I’m a 
gentleman, so I'll bear with it and take the L here. 


“I see. So that’s why the house smells like deodorant lately.” 


My previous excuse was to erase the garlic smell from the pizza I ordered, but in 
truth, it was to camouflage Asanagi’s presence in the house. 


I didn’t know if it was her perfume or make-up, but whenever she left, there was 
always a faint sweet smell that lingered inside the house, and since mom’s nose was 
fairly sensitive, I tried my best to hide it from her. 

But in the end, all that effort became meaningless because of this incident. 

“Anyway, since your mother already gave her permission, you should stay over 


tonight, Umi-chan. But make sure to go home tomorrow morning and apologize to 
your mother properly, okay?” 
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“Asanagi, don’t worry too much about it, okay? You're not a bother and I won't do 
anything to you.” 


I also have to go to her house and apologize to her parents tomorrow. 
“Uhm... you really won't do anything to me?” 
“Of course, what kind of jerk do you think I am?” 


“Alright. Well, if you had the balls to actually do that, we would’ve never been friends 
to begin with... Mhm.” 


She was reluctant at first, but it seemed like we managed to convince her as she 
nodded her head a few times. 


“Alright then. lll be in your care for the night...” 

“Don’t mind it, Umi-chan. Anyway, you should use my nightwear so your uniform 
won't get wrinkled... Ah, right, what about taking a bath first? After that, we can have 
a little talk... Maki, go to your room.” 


“I got it, jeez.” 


I knew she was angry at me, but she could still act sweetly in front of Asanagi. 
Actually, she looked really excited for some reason, it was unthinkable seeing as she 
just got back from overtime. 


Then again, this was the first time I ever brought a friend home, so she was probably 
curious. 


Of course, her excitement could also be from the fact that Asanagi was a beautiful 
girl. 


I knew that she had always wanted a daughter of her own. 


“Ah, before I go back to my room, where would Asanagi sleep? There’s no way that 
we'll be letting her sleep on the couch, right?” 


We didn't have a guest room, so the only other place to sleep would be in the living 
room. 
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“Eh? I don’t mind sleeping on the couch...” 


“No, Umi-chan. You won't be able to sleep well there and you'll wake up with back 
pain.” 


“Then, the only place left would be...” 
Asanagi glanced at me. 


There were only two rooms in this house, mine and my mom’s. Since mom would 
sleep in her room, then the only other place she could sleep in would be my room. 


“Okay, I'll take the couch tonight, and you take my bed. After you're done bathing, 
just give my room a knock, got it?” 


“But, Maehara, you-” 


“Don't sweat it, I could sleep on the floor just fine, so sleeping on the couch should be 
no problem for me. Don’t worry about it and just make yourself at home.” 


“But... Are you sure...?” 


“Yeah. Also, I replaced the bedding recently, so it shouldn't be dirty, so you don’t need 
to worry about hygiene.” 


She already slept on my bed not too long ago, why the hell is she making a fuss now? 
“See, Maki gave his consent, no need to hold back, okay, Umi-chan?” 
“I understand.” 


And so, our time together will continue for a while longer. 
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CHAPTER 29 
SIDE BY SIDE 


Since my mom forced me back to my room, I've been sitting on my bed, doing 
nothing. 


“I didn’t expect that Asanagi would ever sleep in my room.” 


While a pair of friends hanging out all night wasn’t a strange occurrence, that only 
applied if both of them were of the same gender. 


In the case of different genders, even if they were lovers, people would still frown 
upon the thought of two high schoolers doing so. 


My door was shut, so I couldn’t see what my mom and Asanagi were up to. I also 
wore my headphones and listened to music, so I wouldn't be able to eavesdrop on 
their conversation. I did keep track of the time though, so they probably finished 
bathing by now. 


I also wanted to take a bath, but mom told me not to. She said something about ‘Umi- 
chan’s bathwater’ or something, as if I cared about that. If she was concerned that I'll 
get strange ideas from Asanagi’s bathwater, then why not just drain it? I don’t 
understand. 


Anyway, the song I was listening to was from a rock band I had been listening to 
lately. They went viral because they sang the opening theme for a certain anime, but 
nowadays they were better known for singing the theme song of a popular TV 
Drama. 


“Stars in the sky, the cold night streets, shoulder to shoulder with you... The starry sky I 
saw back then had already gone...” 


I hummed a certain song that was currently trending. Probably because it was the 
theme song of a popular TV Drama, the song stood out even though the genre of the 
song itself was quite a cliche. Or maybe the meaning of the song was just that good? 
Who knows? I’m not exactly an expert on love songs or anything... 
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After all, something like love was a bizarre topic for a loner like me. 
“I wonder... Who exactly is Asanagi to me?...” 


Even though I was currently listening to music and reading my favorite manga, I 
couldn't help but think about Asanagi. 


Both of us played games together often, shared meals together, and joked with each 
other... She was a peculiar person, doing those things with a loner like me. 


Of course, I thought of her as a precious friend of mine, and if possible, I want us to 
be friends forever. I just hope that she felt the same way as me. 


However, even if I sometimes forget about it, there was a fact that I couldn't ignore. 


She was a girl, amember of the opposite gender. Even if we often threw dirty jokes 
toward each other, this fact wouldn't change. 


Her grades were excellent, she was a model student, and she was so pretty that my 
classmate called her ‘the second cutest girl in class’. 


That was the image she had at school. 


And the same Asanagi was currently taking a bath in my house and was about to 
sleep in my room. 


“Huh?” 

When that thought crossed my mind, I felt like my heart skipped a beat. 
Why?... What the hell? 

Even though I felt nothing when I took a look at her sleeping face a while ago. 
‘Our white fingers, intertwined on this bed, this time I won't let go of your hand’ 
“Ugh! Seriously, this song is messing with me, sheesh!” 


I quickly changed the song to an upbeat one, in hopes of erasing these weird 
thoughts from my mind. 
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I mean, it’s Asanagi that I’m thinking about. Yeah sure, she is pretty, but this is the 
same person who drools in her sleep with her mouth half-opened like an old man.’ 


I tried to convince myself like that, but when I remembered her face when she was 
sleeping, I felt like my heart skip again. 


“Boo!” 


“Woah!” 


The next thing I knew, a voice startled me to the point that I felt my heart would 
jump out of my chest. 


“Hahaha! I was just trying to surprise you a little. As expected, your reactions are 
priceless.” 


“A-Asanagi... Can’t you knock before entering?” 
“I did, multiple times. It’s not my fault that you didn’t hear it.” 
Said Asanagi with a dumbfounded expression on her face. 


Well, normally I would be able to hear her knocking, but I guess I was too focused on 
repelling my evil thoughts. 


“Oh, right, I’m borrowing your sweatshirt because your mom’s clothes didn’t fit me, 
sorry about that.” 


“Well, it’s fine...” 


“Thank you. Actually, I love this one. It feels really comfortable. Maybe I should buy 
one too.” 


Asanagi was currently wearing a navy blue sweatshirt. It was large and comfortable 
to wear, and I wore it all the time. 


But still, I thought that her and mom’s stature were similar, because of their height... 
Well, I shouldn't pry. 


She was currently wearing an oversized sweatshirt so you couldn't see them, but her 
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chest was quite big. 

..Whoops, bad mind, bad. 

“Well, I’m gonna go to the living room, so good ni-” 

“Wait!” 

“Ow!” 

I was about to leave the room, but Asanagi grabbed me by the back of my collar. 

“I was asleep until a little while ago, so now I’m not sleepy. Accompany me for a bit.” 
“Are you sure? Mom told us to not be together for too long, right?” 

“It won't be long. Besides, if you ever try to assault me, I can just scream.” 

“As if I would do that, dumbass.” 


Mom is a woman of her word. If Asanagi ever did that, even as a joke, mom would 
definitely come and beat my ass. 


“Come on, here, sit next to me ~” 
“Just so you know, that’s actually my bed...” 
“It’s mine now, so shut up and come here.” 


Asanagi patted the side of the bed as she called me. What does she think I am? Her 
dog? 


Seriously, I’m still a guy, why was she so defenseless? Well, I didn’t want her to 
jokingly shout, so I had no choice but to comply. 


I’m worried that mom would notice, but it seems like she is currently taking a bath, 
so it should be fine for us to talk for the next ten to fifteen minutes. 


“I never thought that I would be staying over at your place. Don't you feel like a chad 
now? Having a cute girl like me staying over?” 
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“If you weren't so sloppy and fell asleep, none of this would’ve happened, you 
know?” 


“Well, true...” 

Asanagi let out a chuckle. I could smell a soft citrus scent coming from her. Even 
though she used the same shampoo as me, for some reason she smelled better than I 
ever did. Is it the perk of being pretty? 

“Hey, Maehara.” 

“Hmm?” 

“Are we delinquents now?” 


“Guess so.” 


If word got out that we actually did something like this, it would definitely damage 
Asanagi’s image at school. 


Maybe, even Amami-san would be disappointed in us. 
“Asanagi... You know, I’ve been thinking about this for a while...” 
“Are you going to tell Yuu about our relationship?” 

“W-wha? What the hell, stop reading my mind.” 


“Well, I had the same thought when I was bathing. Honestly, I also think it’s about 
time.” 


Apparently, we were thinking about the same thing. After all, no matter how hard we 
tried to hide it, Amami-san would definitely find out about it at some point. Not to 
mention Amami-san had a good relationship with Asanagi’s family, so even if we 
tried to keep our mouths shut, she would eventually learn about it from them 
instead. 


It would be better for us to come clean so that things wouldn't get complicated later. 
I was the one who suggested that we keep our relationship a secret, so Amami-san 
shouldn't blame Asanagi as much if things were to go badly, but it was still better if 
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we confessed. 
I didn’t mind playing the villain here anyway. 


“Well, I'll tell her when the timing is right, okay? For now, let’s just continue as 
usual.” 


“Alright then.” 


I’ve promised to hang out with Amami-san next Wednesday, I’m ready to face her 
anytime. 


Well, if she ended up telling the whole class about this, I would be just reaping what I 
SOW. 


“Alright, that’s that, so what else should we talk about? Ah right, the timing is just 
right. So, did you buy any con- ouch!” 


“Oi.” 

She’s doing this on purpose, isn’t she? 

“Seriously... Go to sleep. My mom will be out of the bathroom soon.” 
“Maehara, you're so mean. Well, whatever, lll let you go for today.’ 


Asanagi was still Asanagi after all. She could still throw in a dirty joke in a situation 
like this, jeez. 


She made me feel like an idiot for having any evil thoughts for her. 

“Ah, right, one last thing...” 

“What is it?” 

“Good night, Maehara... Hehe, saying that out loud actually feels embarrassing.” 
“Y-yeah... Good night.” 


I quickly closed the door to my room, moved to the living room, jumped onto the 
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couch, hid under the blanket, and closed my eyes. 
‘Dammit, she actually looked cute when she did that.’ 
Her embarrassed expression came to my mind. 

‘So, she’s able to make a face like that too, huh?...’ 


Because of her, I felt restless for the rest of the night until I eventually fell asleep. 
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CHAPTER 30 
BREAKFAST WITH ASANAGI 


‘Earth to Maehara ~ You still sleeping?’ 

Morning. 

The couch was unexpectedly uncomfortable. It took me an hour before I managed to 
finally fall asleep. The next thing I knew, a sweet voice managed to rouse my 
consciousness back. 

I woke up feeling extremely groggy, probably because I only got a light sleep last 
night. I would love to go back to sleep, but I felt like I’d get cramps if I were to sleep 
any longer, so I chose to get up. 

“Mmm... Morning, Asanagi... What time is it now?” 


“Morning, Maehara, it’s not seven yet, I think.” 


It seemed like Asanagi woke up earlier than me. She had already changed back into 
her uniform. 


She dressed like an honor student. Her uniform was fully buttoned up, and her skirt 
was of the appropriate length. It’s too bad her personality didn’t match her 
appearance. 


“Did you sleep well?” 
“Mhm, thanks to you... You didn’t seem to be enjoying your sleep though.” 


“Well, I learned the hard way that even though the couch is great for napping, it 
doesn’t come close to a real bed when it comes to sleeping.” 


“Haha. Well, if you’re still sleepy, just go back to your bed. I just woke up, so my scent, 
warmth, and everything should still be there for you to enjoy.’ 
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“Has anyone ever told you that you're a creep?” 

. If anything, it would be harder for me to sleep in that kind of situation. 
“By the way, where’s my mom?” 

“She was still sleeping when I walked past her room.” 


“Ah, let her be then... Anyway, have you eaten? If you haven't, l'll make something for 


» 


you. 
“Eh? It’s fine, I don’t want to bother you any more than this.” 


“Tm making breakfast for my mom anyway, so making an extra portion isn’t really a 
bother.” 


“Well, if you insist...” 

“Mhm.” 

As soon as Asanagi sat down, I went to the kitchen. 

“Do you want bread or rice?” 

“Rice, please.” 

“Alright...” 

I opened the fridge and took out the ingredients that I needed. 

“Can I help? I can’t help you cook, but I can help with the side dishes and cleaning.” 
“Then, leave the cooking to me.” 

We proceeded to make our breakfasts, I did the cooking and Asanagi did the rest. 
Since we were using leftover rice, the only things I had to cook were fried eggs and 


grilled salmon. 


“Maehara, I’m done here- Wait, are you going to make miso too?” 
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“Abh, yeah, I prepared the stock yesterday, so I only need to add the tofu and the 
dried seaweed.” 


The stock was sloppily made, I just threw some iriko into the pot and let it boil for a 
few hours. It’s simple, but I got a good amount of it, so who cares. (T/N: I don’t know, 
iriko means a lot of different ingredients, including and not limited to rice flour and 
dried sardine, the author wrote this one in katakana so I don’t know which one he 


referred to.) 


While the miso soup was simmering, I cooked an egg on the other stove and grilled 
the salmon. Everything should be done in around ten minutes if I multitask like so. 


“And done. How much rice do you want, Asanagi?” 


“Normally I eat a lot in the morning, but I'll hold back, so just give me a bowl, chef. If 
I’m still hungry, I can just ask for more.” 


“Are you implying that I’m gonna give you a refill? This isn’t a family restaurant, you 
know? Well, I made a lot of rice, so just eat as much as you'd like.” 


Asanagi and I set the table and dug right in. 
“Mm... Woah, the omelet tastes better than your egg rolls from the other day.’ 


“Well the egg rolls were cold. Nothing beats a freshly cooked egg. Glad you enjoyed it 
though.” 


“I see. Seconds, please.” 

“You finished it that quickly?!” 

Well, not that I mind. She must have liked the food to have inhaled it that quickly. 
I decided to have another serving too. 


I was used to eating alone, but now that I was eating with someone else, I found it 
quite enjoyable. 


“Haah... Thanks for the food! Sorry, Maehara, I ended up eating a lot.” 
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“It’s alright. I should be the one apologizing, I only made you simple dishes like 
these.” 


“No, no, don’t apologize. They were delicious, so thank you.” 
In the end, we ate half of the rice that I previously cooked. Sure, we are high school 
students and still in our growth period, but I think we might have eaten a little too 


much for breakfast. 


“Alright, I think it’s about time for me to go home... I'll help you clean up first though. 
Also, I'll call you later, but can you deliver my gratitude to your mom?” 


“Sure, but... Didn’t my mom give her phone number to you?” 
“Mhm. She said, ‘if Maki bullies you, l'll beat him up for you.” 
“Why though?...” 


If anything, she would be the one who bullies me... But, I wonder what kind of talk 
they had last night? 


I’m curious, but I can’t just ask her about it. 


“Maehara, do you want some coffee? It wouldn't be enough to thank you for your 
cooking, but I'll do my best for you. You like your coffee with sugar, right?” 


“Yeah.” 
“Mhm, leave it to me- Ah wait, that’s my phone, maybe it’s my mom.” 
I watched Asanagi’s back as she left the room. 


She wore an apron over her uniform. I’d never imagined that I would see her dressed 
like this outside of Home Economics class. 


And I never would’ve expected that this girl would slowly become an indispensable 
part of my life. 


I really cherish what we have, not because she’s my first friend, but just because she 
is who she is. I guess the best way to put it would be that I cherish this friend named 
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Asanagi Umi. I haven't understood the nature of that weird feeling from last night, 
however. 


“ek me back...” 

“Welcome back... You took your time, did something happen?” 
“Ah... Uh... I tried my best to stop this, but it didn’t work...” 
Asanagi returned with a complicated expression on her face. 

I got a bad feeling about this... 

“Uhh... what happened?” 

“Umm... That’s... Uhh...” 

Asanagi glanced at my face, looking apologetic. 

“My mom told me to bring you to my home... right now.” 


Oh, God. 
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CHAPTER 31 
YOU AREN’T LAME 


Asanagi’s family summoned me. I didn’t know why they would call me this early in 
the morning, but I'd bet it has something to do with causing them so much trouble. 


After cleaning up, I steeled myself and left the house with Asanagi. 

This was all so sudden, I didn’t have the time to prepare myself properly. I tried to 
dress up properly, but I only have cheap clothes that are function over form, so 
everything I tried on looked really lame. 

“Tve been meaning to tell you this for a while, but... Your fashion sense is bad. I know 
that you don’t care all that much since you don't leave your house often, but why 
does everything you choose look lame on you? Seriously, your fashion sense is 


something else.” 


“As you Said, I don’t care much about it. Besides, it isn’t all bad. You liked the 
sweatshirt from last night, didn’t you?” 


“That one’s an exception. The rest of your clothes are either black or gray, what’s 
with that? Are you trying to appeal to the Lord of Darkness or something?” 


“TIl have you know that I graduated from my Chuuni phase last year. Besides, I have 
white clothes too!” 


“Yes, sure, but still... Agh, the next time you go shopping for clothes, make sure to 
send me pictures first.” 


“So you can tell me not to buy them?” 


“Of course, your fashion sense is that bad. You probably bought those from a pawn 
shop or something anyway.” 


“I mean, it’s cheap...’ 
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Well, if she were to leave me on my own, I would probably leave the house dressed in 
all-black, so I decided to leave everything to her instead. 


But, seriously, humans are such inefficient creatures. They have to go through all this 
trouble just to go outside. 


“Ah, by the way, what about your mom? Should I leave a note for her?” 
“I already did, ‘I’ve been summoned by Asanagi’s mom, don’t look for me’.” 


“What are you, a runaway child? Also, mom isn’t mad at you, don’t treat this as your 
death sentence or something.” 


By the way, her dad was an SDF member and he had been busy with work, so he 
rarely came home. (T/N: If you don’t know, SDF is Self-Defense Force. Japan’s 
equivalent of the army, kinda, since they can’t have one.) 

..1n other words, I evaded certain death. 

I didn't have a daughter myself, so I wouldn’t know how a parent would feel, but if 
my daughter came to my house early in the morning with a boy, I would definitely 
kill him. 


Anyway, we walked side by side through the residential area while exchanging jokes. 


I was wearing my casual clothes while Asanagi was wearing her uniform. It felt 
strange to walk with her like this. 


I turned my gaze to her. 


She said that she just woke up and only lightly dressed herself up, but she still looked 
beautiful. Her skin looked smooth and the morning sun enhanced her beauty. 


She was pretty to begin with, but since this was Asanagi we were talking about, she 
definitely put in a lot of effort to take care of herself. 


After all, even though she acted sloppily around me, she acted properly everywhere 
else. 


The ‘Asanagi Umi’ that everyone knew was the hard-working girl that put her all into 
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everything she did. 

“Mm? What’s up, Maehara? Still nervous?” 

“No, I’ve calmed down...” 

“Then, why are you staring at me like that? You fell for me or something?” 
“No. Well, I do like you... As a friend though.” 

“A-ah... okay, thank you...” 

“Mm? What’s wrong?” 

“N-no, nothing... Anyway, what’s up?” 


It was not nothing obviously, but if I were to push for an answer, she'll hit me, so I'll 
back off. 


“Well, it’s not a big deal... But, when we're walking side by side like this, don’t you 
think it feels unbalanced, somehow?” 


I don’t know if it’s because of the sunlight, but Asanagi looked especially radiant 
today. 


Her appearance on the outside is already amazing, and while I’d never say it to her 
face, she was beautiful on the inside as well. It’s no wonder she became the center of 
the class along with Amami-san. 

And then there is me. 

Putting my status as a loner aside, I know that the current me looks really gloomy 
with the out-of-the-place clothes I’m wearing. There’s also the fact that I keep my 


gaze on the asphalt all the time, adding more to my already gloomy atmosphere. 


Of course I knew that Asanagi wouldn't mind. She is that big-hearted. That’s why I 
got along well with her in the first place. 


“You re still worrying over what the rest of the class had been saying?” 
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“Mm... Well, to be fair, this is the first time I’ve had this much attention. It’s natural to 
be worried, no?” 


Not worrying about it would be easier said than done. After all, they left their 
negative feelings bare for me to feel, so it was hard to ignore them. 


I didn’t know who started this, but lately, baseless, unpleasant rumors about me 
spread to the other classes. 


The trigger of this was the fact that I got along better with Amami-san recently. 
Normally, I’d just dismiss those rumors as the wailing of the losers who couldn't even 
bring themselves to talk to a girl, but still, sometimes those thoughts would creep 
into my mind and make me feel miserable. This just happened last night when I was 
having trouble sleeping. 

„I’m such a mess... 


I vented everything to Asanagi. 


“Ah... The conversation turned heavy this early in the morning because of me, huh?... 
Sorry.” 


“It’s fine... Also, dropping this kind of topic out of nowhere should be a no-no in any 
kind of circumstances though, not just early in the morning.” 


Right...? 

Seriously, I’m so inconsiderate. 

“Hmm... Maehara, turn around.” 

“Hah? What are you on about-” 

“Ei!” 

The moment I turned my head around, I felt a slight touch on my forehead. 


It was a gentle head flick from Asanagi. 
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“What the hell are you doing?!” 


“Nothing ~ It’s just you looked kinda cool for a second there, so I need to bring the 
uncool Maehara back to restore balance to this world.” 


“Are you kidding me?” 


What is she on about? Cool? When I’m venting my inferiority complex like this? Is 
she okay? 


However, Asanagi’s face looked serious as she continued her words. 


“Well, I was exaggerating when I called you ‘cool’, but hey, what you were doing 
wasn't lame or anything like that, you know? Admitting your insecurities like that... 
Not everyone could do it even if their lives depended on it...” 


“1S that so...?” 


“Mhm. I mean, look at the people who mocked you. They did that because they 
couldn't admit their insecurities. That’s why they grouped up with other similar- 
minded people and talked sh*t behind other people’s backs. I’ve been with Yuu for a 
while, and their behavior is familiar to me.” 


Even within the center of the class, which seemed peaceful on the outside, there 
should still be some kind of conflict hidden behind the scene. Asanagi’s position as 
Amami-san’s best friend might have sparked other people’s jealousy, huh? 
“Maehara, you might think of yourself as a lame person or something, but I don’t 
think so. You aren't lame, not at all. Of course, I’m talking about your personality, not 
your looks, that’s a whole different story.’ 

“Shut it.” 

“Hehehe.” 

Asanagi placed her hand on my head and gently stroked it. 


“What are you doing?” 


“No ~ thing. Your head is just in the right place for a head pat.” 
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“How does that make any sense?” 


Well, I didn’t mind her petting my head like this, so I decided to let her do whatever 
she wanted. 


“If you think that you being with me is ‘unbalanced’ or whatever, l'll help you fix that. 
After all, the only ‘unbalanced’ thing about our relationship is our look. Fixing your 
appearance to be more presentable is nothing for me.” 


“Really? Then, if I ask you to turn me into an ikemen, you'll be able to do it?” 


“Sure, I know a good place. Let’s see... eyelids, chin, nose, and body modification... 
Yeah, give me two million right now and Pll fix everything for you.” 


“So in the end, it’s all about money, huh?” 

“What are you on about, of course it’s all about money. You know those pesky people 
who badmouthed you behind your back? Yeah, slap them with a thick wad of cash 
and they'll shut their stinky holes up.” 

“Oi oi, you sound like a massive jerk right now, stop it.” 


“Muahahaha! I'll take that as a compliment.’ 


In the end, our conversation spiraled back to our usual silly banter, but thanks to 
that, I felt a lot better. 


Another thing became clear. 


It didn’t matter what others said, Asanagi was my friend, and they won't be able to 
change that fact. 
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CHAPTER 32 
THE ASANAGI FAMILY 


Asanagi’s house was located on a road I'd never traversed before. 


The walk took about half an hour on foot. It was a considerably long walk, but it 
didn’t feel long for me at all, maybe because I enjoyed walking with Asanagi. 


“Alright, here it is, my house.” 


pee 0) saa 


It was a normal-looking house. A two-story wooden house with a generic design and 
a slightly larger garden than other nearby houses. 


In one corner of the garden, there was a small vegetable garden with fresh tomatoes, 
probably tended by Asanagi’s mom. 


I pressed the intercom to her house and waited. Not long after, Asanagi’s mom 
appeared from inside the house, accompanied by the sound of her unconcealed 
footsteps. 

“I-I’m home...” 

“Welcome back, Umi... And welcome, Maehara-kun.” 


“N-nice to meet you, ma’am... My name is Maehara Maki...” 


“Likewise. My name is Asanagi Sora, unfortunately, I’m the mother of the delinquent 
over there.” 


She let out a light giggle, but her eyes didn’t seem to be smiling. 


She had a serene air around her and she looked so beautiful that it was hard to 
believe that her daughter was currently in high school. 
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Seeing that unnerving smile drove home a certain point, however. 
I must never get on her bad side. 


“I never expected that my daughter would sleep over at a boy’s house instead of Yuu- 
chan’s house. When Maehara-kun’s mother called me last night, I was quite 
surprised. Especially because this is her first time staying over at a friend’s house.” 


“Um... Please forgive me, I was supposed to wake her up, but instead of doing that, I 
ended up falling asleep as well...” 


“Ara, don't worry, Maehara-kun, I’m not blaming you, it’s our Umi’s fault, casually 
sleeping inside a boy’s room like that. So, what are your excuses, Umi?” 


“Jeez, I already apologized yesterday didn’t I? Besides, mom, don’t scold me in the 
open like this... Our neighbors might hear us...” 


“That's not it, Umi. It isn’t about you apologizing or not. You were lucky that 
Maehara-kun and his mother were kind people. What would happen if that wasn’t 
the case? What are you gonna do?” 


“T-That’s...” 
Her words were on point, neither of us could say anything in response. 


The reason why their house didn’t have a curfew was because Asanagi was strict on 
herself in regards to something like this and Sora-san trusted Asanagi completely for 
this matter. But, because of this incident, Sora-san might have stopped putting her 
trust in Asanagi. 


Luckily, mom came home early last night and the matter was resolved quickly. If she 
returned at her usual time, we might've slept until morning, and if that happened, 
there was bound to be a huge commotion over at Asanagi’s house. 


What Sora-san wanted us to understand was that, even though nothing happened 
this time, we needed to be careful in the future because anything could happen if we 
let our guards down. 


‘Tm not telling you to stop playing with him, you can do whatever you want, but you 
have to make sure to not cause your family to worry. Do you understand, Umi?” 
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“Im sorry, Mom... I promise I'll be more careful next time...” 
“Me too...” 
We both bowed our heads to Sora-san. 


We needed to reflect on our actions this time. After all, we’re still in high school, we 
need to behave ourselves properly. 


“Good. I have more to say, but first, let’s go inside... Come in, Maehara-kun.” 
“Y-yes, excuse me.” 
I changed into slippers and entered the living room. 


It seemed like Sora-san had prepared breakfast for us. On the table, there was toast, 
yogurt, and various fruits. 


“What do you want to eat for breakfast, Umi? Maehara-kun as well.” 


“Tve eaten plenty back at Maehara’s house, so... I guess I'll have some fruit. What 
about you, Maehara.” 


“Then I'll have the same.” 


Sora-san led me to a chair in the living room. In front of me was Sora-san and beside 
me was Asanagi. 


“Huh...? Bro isn’t here?” 


“Riku was up late last night, so he’s probably still asleep. I’ve told him that we have a 
guest today, so he probably won't come down even if he’s awake.” 


“Ah... Well, it can’t be helped then.” 


There were four members in Asanagi’s family, her parents, herself, and her older 
brother, Riku. 


Her father was one thing, but I thought I had to introduce myself to her older brother 
as well, but apparently, that wouldn't be the case now. 
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Seeing how their conversation went, | figured I shouldn't pry about this matter. 
“Ah, right... Mom, about Yuu...” 


“I haven't contacted her, so you don’t need to worry about that. Though, if Maehara- 
kun’s mom contacted me just half an hour later, I would have called Amami-san’s 
house.” 


So we got lucky, I see... I'll have to thank mom later. 


“By the way, Maehara-kun, I’m curious how you managed to befriend our Umi? I’ve 
asked her about it but she refused to tell me a thing, can you believe it?” 


» 
! 


“W-wait, Mom! M-Maehara, don’t you dare tell her anything 


“See? She gets defensive like this whenever I bring it up. This is the first time she’s 
brought a boy home, it’s normal for a mother to be curious, don’t you think so?” 


“Eh? The first time...?” 


I knew for sure that she brought Amami-san to her house a lot, but when it came to 
her male friends, I guess I’m her first, huh? 


I’m Asanagi’s first... Wait, no, don’t continue that line of thought. 


“T-that kind of thing doesn’t matter, right? Besides, Maehara isn’t good at dealing 
with a talkative auntie, right, Maehara? Here’s a peach, eat it, they’re sweet and 
tasty!” 


“Ara, you even peeled the peach for him, huh, Umi? You know, I was worried about 
you because you haven't brought many friends home lately, but you’ve been acting 
surprisingly bold when I wasn't looking, hm? 


“W-what are you talking about, mom?! You suck!” 
“Maehara-kun, please take care of our Umi from now on. She may look like this, but 
deep inside, she’s as beautiful as she looks, just like me. Also, if you want, you can 


stay over at our house next time. Right, this seems like a good idea... This way, I 
wouldn't have to worry about her and she could still play with her precious friend.” 
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“Ah... AH! Mom, please, just stop talking! Maehara, make her stooop!!” 
“.There’s no way I could do that, right?” 
It was a lively morning. But for me, who often ate alone, this liveliness didn’t feel bad. 


Even when I was caught between Sora-san who kept trying to talk to me and Asanagi 
who kept trying to shut her up, I still found myself enjoying this atmosphere. 
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CHAPTER 33 
AMAMI-SAN, ONCE AGAIN 


The sleepover incident was resolved peacefully with both our mothers apologizing 
to each other. There was also a subtle change in our relationship. 


“Good morning, Umi!” 


“You know it’s the second time you greeted me this morning, right? Well, whatever, 
good morning, Yuu. Anyway, what’s up? You look so happy this morning.” 


“Eh ~? Umi, did you forget ~? Today is the day for that, you know?” 


Amami-san snuck in a wink at me. Today was Wednesday. Right... I promised 
Amami-san that I’d make her some sweets. 


Since it was the week right after the incident, I’d honestly rather not do it this week 
and move the date to the next week instead, but I couldn't bring myself to disappoint 
Amami-san like that, so I decided to keep my word. 


I already told my mom about this beforehand. Ever since the little incident with 
Asanagi, she made me promise to tell her whenever | brought a girl home. In other 
words, I needed to tell her whenever Asanagi came over to play. 


I remembered my mom’s expression when I told her about this. 
She comically fell out of her chair. 


‘U-Umi-chan wasn’t enough for you, so you snatched her best friend as well?... Ahh... My 


J 


recluse son had turned into a harem manga protagonist before I knew itl... 


Is calling your son a harem manga protagonist even appropriate? Anyway, I 
explained to her that both Amami-san and Asanagi were just my friends, but my 
mom insisted on making me introduce Amami-san to her. I had a hard time refusing 
her demands. 
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Well, on the bright side, she paid for the ingredients we were going to use today and 
the quality was quite good too. 


“Eh? What is it, what is it? Yuu-chin, are you gonna play with Umiumi again? Can I tag 
along ~?” 


“Ninacchi, sorry! We planned to hang out at Umi’s place today, we can’t invite you, 
sorry!” 


“Yeah, sorry about that, Nina. Yuu will make up for it later, okay?” 

“Hmmm... Well, okay then...” 

Nitta-san reluctantly agreed to it. Today, both Asanagi and Amami-san planned to go 
to my home separately, so even if they were tailed by her, it should be easy for them 
to shake her off. 

[Maehara: The thing with Nitta-san, will it be okay?] 

[Asanagi: She’s probably gonna tail us, but don’t worry about it.] 

[Maehara: Got it. Then, see you after school.] 

[Asanagi: Got it. I’m looking forward to your homemade sweets. | 


|Maehara: It’s nothing special though...| 


[Asanagi: What? Are you humble-bragging to both me and Yuu now? You know we're 
hopeless at housework so you're trying to rub it on our faces, is that it?| 


[Maehara: Cry about it. ] 
[Asanagi: F*** you. | 


As usual, I tried to sneak a look at Asanagi because normally she would secretly wave 
her hand at me or do something under everyone’s noses. 


“ Ugh.” 


She had been acting strange since the beginning of this week. She kept turning her 
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gaze away from me whenever we made eye contact in class and sometimes when I 
ran into her outside the classroom, she would just ignore me completely. 


She wasn’t trying to avoid me or anything since we were still texting each other like 
usual, but the fact that she had been acting like this for days now bothered me a 
little. 

-lll get a chance to be alone with her today, I guess I'll ask her later. 


* K OX 


After school was over, I went home and prepared everything for Asanagi and Amami- 
san’s visit. Not long after I had finished preparing, both of them arrived and entered 
my house. 

“Hehehe ~ I'll be in your care today, Maki-kun.” 

“M-mhm... Likewise, Amami-san... You too, Asanagi-san, I'll be in your care.” 

“Abh, likewise... Um... Sorry for being the third wheel today...” 

Today was the first time Asanagi came to hang out with me outside of the weekend. 
Maybe it was due to Amami-san’s presence, but our conversation felt slightly 
awkward today. 

It would probably have been fine if we were to talk more casually with each other, 
but whenever I tried to speak with her, my thoughts would wander into last week’s 


incident and throw my mind into disarray, leaving me with this awkward feeling. 


“Jeez, Umi, Maki-kun, stop being this stiff! Especially you, Umi! Since you are both 
friends, you should try to talk more casually like you always do!” 


“Eh... But I’m more like the friend of a friend to Maehara-kun though...” 


“That shouldn't stop you two from getting along! Okay, fine. Both of you, shake 
hands!” 


aoa 
ann 


It wasn’t like this was the first time we shook hands. Hell, we held hands a few times 
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previously, and Asanagi even patted my head on more than one occasion. So why am 
I feeling so tense? 


Asanagi and I looked at each others’ hands. 

“Good, good... Now get along, you two!” 

“Uhh... The Princess has spoken so, yeah...’ 

“R-right...” 

I lightly squeezed Asanagi’s hand. 

Her hand felt soft and smooth like always. Sora-san seemed to care about her 
appearance a lot, so Asanagi probably learned to maintain her body from her. That 


was why her skin felt so smooth. 


My hand, however, was rough because I had to work with detergents every day. The 
differences between our skin’s texture surprised me. 


“Uhm... I’m gonna go and prepare some more stuff, so you two should sit down and 
watch TV or something.” 


“Td like to help, but... I think I would only be a bother to you... Umi’s the same as me, 
so it can’t be helped, huh...?” 


“Right, we should just stay out of Maehara-kun’s way for now.” 

I left both of them and went to the kitchen. 

As planned, I was going to make banana souffle pancakes. 

It wasn't a complicated dish to make. First, separate the yolks of the eggs from the 
whites, then beat the egg whites until they form stiff peaks. Next, mix the yolks with 
mashed bananas. And finally, fry them. 

Of course, there were some tricky details involved when making it, such as when to 


stop when mixing the bananas with the meringue, but you'll get used to it as you 
practice more. 
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“Alright, now we wait... Huh, what are you two up to?” 


I was preparing the coffee while waiting for the pancake when I noticed that the two 
girls were messing around with something. 


“Ah, sorry, we're borrowing your game- Wait, Umi, that’s not fair!” 


“All is fair in love and war! On the battlefield, if you let your guard down, you'll be 
killed! Understand?” 


Apparently, both of them were playing the game that Asanagi and I usually played. 
Seriously, that Asanagi... hold back a little, Amami-san is a beginner, you know? 
Not that I can reprimand her for it since I did the exact same thing to her. 

“Hey, Umi, why are you so good at this?” 


“Well, lately, I’ve been playing this game in my brother’s room, that’s why... Anyway, 
it’s my win, so my portion will be bigger! Let’s go, eat everything before it gets cold!” 


“Muu... Umi!” 


“Haha! Don’t worry, young grasshopper, first we eat, then I'll teach you everything I 
know after we are done.’ 
|” 


“Really? Then, I'll be in your care, Master 


» 
! 


“Master huh... Well, likewise, my disciple 


I never expected that Amami-san would be interested in video games. She looked 
really excited when playing. 


Well, I guess Pll need to report to mom that they would be staying here for a while 
longer. 
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CHAPTER 34 
THE TALENTED AMAMI-SAN 


I told both of them to stop playing and eat the pancakes while they were still hot. 


I was quite proud of these particular pancakes since they were my best creations so 
far. They were freshly made and fluffy, it was worth spending the time carefully 
whisking the eggs. 


I divided the pancakes equally into three portions before I told the two girls to taste 
them. 


“Woah... It’s so fluffy! It isn’t as sweet as normal pancakes because of the banana, but 
the taste of bananas made up for it! And more importantly, it’s tasty!” 


“Mhm. Seriously, this is something...” 

“This particular recipe is diet friendly, so you don’t need to worry about your caloric 
intake even if you add more butter and syrup... Speaking of which, do you two want 
more butter and syrup?” 

“I do!!” 

“Well, just a bit...” 

They enjoyed the pancake, huh? I’m glad. 

Amami-san cheerfully ate the pancake while Asanagi groaned in resignation. 


It was amusing how different their expressions were. 


Still, I need to thank Asanagi. Because of her efforts, we could enjoy our time 
together like this. 


“Maki-kun... Uhm...’ 
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Amami-san fidgeted. It seemed like she had already finished her portion. 


“Uhh... I only made enough for three people, but there’s still some batter left, I can 
make more if you want it.” 


“Really? Then I want more, please!” 

“Roger... What about you, Asanagi-san?” 

“Aaah... Mm?” 

When I asked her, she had just licked her plate clean. 
“Pardon me, may I have some too?” 

“Sure.” 


“Ah, Maki-kun, can I watch you while you're making it? I want to make it at home 
too!” 


“You can just ask your mom to make it for you, right? I mean, you'll just end up 
making black disks if you try anyway.’ 


“Muu! I’m sure I can make it if Maki-kun teaches me everything properly! lll be in 
your care, Maki-kun!” 


“Well, as long as you are mindful of the timing of each step, I’m sure you'll be alright.” 
“Then, can I join in...?” 


In the end, I was sandwiched between Asanagi and Amami-san as they watched me 
making the pancake. 


“After you make the batter, just pour it into the frying pan, cover it, and let it cook for 
five minutes or so. You can judge whether it’s done or not by the look of the pancake. 
If it looks fluffy enough, then it’s ready.” 


“Ahh! It looks so easy!” 


“If you aren't sure, you can always look up recipes on the internet. All you need to 


traitorAIZEN 178 | 365 


pay attention to is the timing. Timing is everything here. If you do it right, you'll be 
able to avoid something like accidentally burning the pancake...” 


“What? You want to diss me because I could only make dark matter and charcoal? 
Sure, go ahead, say it to my face.” 


“No, stop assuming things.” 

Taking advantage of Amami-san’s blindspot, Asanagi pinched my side. She was 
showing her mercy because Amami-san was here since it didn’t really hurt. I guess I 
unintentionally hurt her pride there, huh? 


After that, we ate everything and went back to play the game they previously paused. 


“Hehe, watch me, Umi! With Maki-kun’s help, I’m now stronger than ever! I’ll beat 
you down this time!” 


“With that unpractical-looking avatar? Hah! Look at my avatar, it’s filled with 
practical equipment and first-class weapons! Beating me? In your dreams!” 


In this mode they were playing, they could customize their avatar as much as they 
liked. Amami-san made her avatar look cute while Asanagi just copied mine. 


Because of this, Amami-san was at a disadvantage whether it was in terms of 
experience or raw Stats, she needed to compensate for this with her raw skills. 


“Well, let’s see... The most important thing for you to take note of is to not panic and 
aim properly whenever you spot an enemy. always try to look for high ground or any 
place that could give you a terrain advantage...” 


“Mm!” 


I sat next to Amami-san while giving her advice occasionally while she was playing 
against Asanagi. 


The result of it immediately showed itself. 
“Stay calm... Aim carefully... There!” 


“Ah?” 
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“Oh! Yay! First blood!!” 

It took her only ten minutes to apply every piece of advice that I gave her. She 
executed everything perfectly and managed to gain a huge momentum against 
Asanagi who had been in the lead ever since they started playing. 

Asanagi had been practicing at her home and with me so she was by no means a 
pushover, but the move that Amami-san managed to execute was brilliant. The way 
she executed it was better than any attempts I’ve ever made. 

She said she rarely played this kind of game. I guess she is just talented. 

“Sigh... Well, I was careless, that won't happen again.” 


“Hehe ~ Then, bring it on, Umi! Use your serious mode!” 


Since I no longer had any advice to give her after that, I decided to just watch the two 
of them play. 


“T-this is!” 
“Here, here! I’m here, Umi-chan! Eat this ~” 
“This guy... PI kill you!!” 


The battle was unexpectedly heated. 


We played for another hour before stopping. 


This wasn’t the usual time when Asanagi and I stopped playing, but since Amami-san 
was also with us, we decided it was better for us to stop earlier. 


Especially since the previous incident was still fresh in our minds, we couldn't let our 
guard down just yet. 


» 
! 


“Muu... I only managed to win three times after that... Agh! So frustrating 


“No, I’m surprised you could snatch a win at all. You’re a complete beginner not too 
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long ago, no?” 


As Asanagi said, it was surprising that she could win a few games against her since 
experience and raw skill were the most important thing in this game. 


Sure I gave her some advice, but Amami-san was still a beginner, and she hadn't even 
touched the controller prior to this. But she still managed to snatch a few games 


from Asanagi, who was pretty much addicted to this game ever since she got beaten 
by me months ago. 


“Then, Maki-kun, see you later ~ Let’s play together again sometime!” 


“Yeah, sure, see you later.” 


Before this, I always hoped that this would be the last time I had to deal with her, but 
now, I couldn't say I hate this. Hanging out with those two was fun. 


Moreover, since we had something in common now, it would be less awkward for us 
to converse with each other. 


“Mm? What’s wrong, Umi? Let’s go back already.’ 


“Ah, sorry... Uhm, I forgot something... You should go ahead, Yuu, I'll catch up with 


» 


you. 
“Eh? I don’t mind waiting... I can accompany you even.” 


“It’s fine, it’s fine. Besides, you already wore your shoes, no? It would be a pain to 
take it off, so, just go ahead.” 


“Is that so? Well, I’m going ahead then!” 

Asanagi pushed Amami-san out of the door. 

And now, we both were alone inside this house. 

“seriously, that girl. She could do anything if she put her mind to it...” 


“You're talking about the game? Yeah, she is pretty good, but it isn’t that hard to get 
to that level if you put in some effort.” 
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“Yeah sure, that’s all she could do today because she just started playing, but give her 
time and she'll get better and better. She absorbs everything like a sponge, and 
before you know it, she'll surpass you and leave you behind...” 


“Asanagi...?” 


“Ah, I’m sorry for venting out of the blue like that... It’s just, well, I just think that girl 
is amazing in a lot of ways...’ 


“Ah, I see... Well, I know where you're coming from.” 


People like Amami-san do exist in this world. Talented people who would be able to 
do everything well after only a brief introduction. 


On top of being talented, Amami-san herself was well-liked by everyone. As her best 
friend who always stayed by her side, it wouldn't be strange for Asanagi to feel a bit 
of envy toward her. 

“Well, at least you understand... See you, Maehara... Today was fun.” 

“Mhm, it was.” 

“See you.” 

“Bye.” 

Asanagi left through the door while waving her hand. 


“If you thought today was fun, why did you look so gloomy, idiot?” 


Her back when she was leaving looked gloomy. 
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CHAPTER 35 
THE CHANGES IN CLASS 


Ever since I got closer to Amami-san, things at school had been changing. 


This happened when | arrived at school with my usual loner atmosphere while 
blending with the crowd of students. 


“Oh, yo, Maehara.” 
“Mm?! Eh? What?” 


It was a boy classmate who called out to me as we both passed by each other. He was 
one of the more popular boys in the class, part of a group different from Amami-san 
and the others, the jocks. 


If I recall correctly, his name was Seki-kun. He was a head taller than me and he had 
this typical jock look. 


This was the first time that a boy other than Ooyama-kun ever called out to me in the 
half a year I’ve been in this class. That was why I overreacted a little there, it was that 
surprising for me. 


“Oi, oi, what’s wrong? It’s just a greeting, and we're classmates, no need to be so 
worked up like that.” 


“R-right... Good morning.” 

“Ou.” 

Tm going to the bathroom, see you.’ He said as he walked out of the classroom. 
What was that...? 


“Good morning, Maehara-kun. You talked with Seki-kun just now, right? What’s up 
with him?” 
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“Ooyama-kun... Don’t ask me, I don’t know.” 


As Seki-kun said earlier, it’s not unnatural for classmates to greet each other like 
that, but that’s not the point here. He greeted me, acted like we've been friends for 
life when we've never even spoken a word to each other prior to this, it’s reasonable 
for me to be surprised, no? 


Seriously, what’s going on? 

“Ah, it’s Maki-kun! Good morning, Maki-kun!” 

“Huh? Goo-oof!” 

Right before I was about to take my seat after exchanging a few words with Ooyama- 
kun, a pleasant-sounding voice entered my ears as a strong force pushed me from 


behind. 


“S-sorry! When I entered the classroom, I saw Maki-kun’s back, so I got excited and 
did it without thinking... Please forgive me!” 


“Amami-san... No, it’s fine, I don’t mind.’ 


I turned around to see Amami-san’s angel-like smile. I guess this is around the time 
she arrived as well, huh? 


“Rl” 


“Kyah! U-Umi! What’s with you all of a sudden?! You're going to give me a heart 
attack!” 


“I’m only mimicking you ~ Seriously, Yuu, running up whenever you see someone 
you recognize like that, what are you, a puppy? Wait, you are one, my cute puppy ~” 


And of course, Asanagi was coming up from behind her, pulling her away from me 
after she jumped up on her. This right here is the cooler Asanagi, different from the 
one usually hanging out in my house. 


“Good morning, Asanagi-san.” 


“Morning. Okay, okay, Yuu-chan, let’s end our morning walk here and go home ~” 
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“Jeez! Stop treating me like a puppy! See you at lunch, Maki-kun!” 
“Ah... Yes...” 


Amami-san was dragged to her seat by Asanagi. Apparently, she'll be coming again 
on lunch break. 


Sure we can talk casually now because we're pretty much friends at this point, but I 
hope she could restrain herself for a bit. If we look too chummy together out in the 


open like this, the other classmates will start gossiping about us again. 


See, they’ve started talking- 


Huh? 
I was ready to be hurled by their insults like usual, but I noticed something strange. 


Nothing was actually happening. I felt some gazes on me, but that was it, no insult, 
no talking behind my back, nothing. 


What the hell is going on? 

I took up my phone and sent a message to Asanagi. 

[Maehara: The class atmosphere is unusual, what’s wrong?] 

[Asanagi: Why are you asking me? I don’t know. | 

[Maehara: Did Amami-san do something?] 

[Asanagi: I doubt it. Yuu isn’t the kind of person to manipulate other people. | 
[Maehara: Then, did they find out that we three had been hanging out?] 
[Asanagi: Guess so? | 


[Maehara: So, that’s why Seki-kun talked to me earlier, huh?] 
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[Asanagi: Seki? Ah, I see, that’s why.] 
[Maehara: ? Do you know something? | 
[Asanagi: Ah, right, Maehara doesn’t know...] 
[Maehara: Hm?] 


[Asanagi: He’s trying to get closer to Yuu, so, he’s probably trying to gain her 
attention by talking to you.] 


[Maehara: Ah, I see now...] 


Asanagi secretly exchanged texts with me while talking with both Amami-san and 
Nitta-san. 


Everything made more sense now. 


I guess some of our classmates were aware that Amami-san and I were starting to 
get along better. 


Because of that, there would be a possibility that if they were to show their 
displeasure about me openly, it would bring forth Amami-san’s ire on them. 


You see, AMami-san was one of the centers of the class, well-liked by both boys and 
girls, so antagonizing her would bring nothing but trouble. 


At first, they were merely amused by our interaction. I mean, the cutest girl in class 
and the gloomy loner? Of course, that combination is amusing to gossip about. But 
since they noticed that we actually got along, they couldn't just treat our relationship 
like a fun pastime anymore. 


That was the reason why Seki-kun, who was secretly interested in Amami-san 
(though, Asanagi and the other girls noticed his feeling, so much for a secret), made 
the first move to show that he got along decently well with me even though it was 
just a farce. My other perceptive classmates also followed Seki-kun’s lead. 


That’s why the atmosphere in the class suddenly changed. 


And soon, it became clear that their decision wasn’t wrong. 
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CHAPTER 36 
THINGS THAT ASANAGT CAN’T DO 


This happened during the Homeroom after all the classes were over. 


“Umm... as everyone knows, the cultural festival will start around the middle of the 
next month, so we are going to decide on the members of the committee.’ 


Hearing that everyone immediately groaned. 


Before I became friends with Asanagi and the others, I was a full-time loner, so | 
didn’t pay much attention to the school events. Like other high schools, our school 
had plenty of events to be held. 


The events were the Sports Festival and the Cultural Festival, both were scheduled to 
be held in November. But due to the time constraint and the fact that holding both 
events would conflict with the class schedule, our school held both festivals in turn 
every other year. The Cultural Festival was scheduled to be held this year. 


“We will need representatives from each class, one male and one female to 
participate in the meetings held by the committee... And the people who would 
represent our class would be ~” 


Yagisawa-sensei looked around the classroom, maybe expecting someone would 
volunteer themselves, but contrary to her expectations, no one was dumb enough to 
raise their hand. 


“No one is volunteering huh? Then, I’ve already prepared this! Lottery boxes! Boys, 
draw your lottery from the box to your right! Girls will draw from the left box! Now, 
let’s test your luck ~” 


The other classmates’ groans were getting louder seeing the teacher’s antics, but 
since ignoring her wasn’t a viable option, everyone decided to get it done quickly. 


There were 18 boys and 17 girls in our class, 35 students in total. For me, there was 
1 in 18 chances for it to be a bust, a low chance, I just need to not hit that low chance. 
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I shouldn't be proud of this, but my gacha luck is poor, so the chance that I would hit 
that 5% should be really low, but it is still a 5% rate, I shouldn’t let my guard down. 


“Then everyone, please come forward and draw your lotteries! If you hit the jackpot, 
don’t cheat and report it properly, okay ~?” 


Because of the position of my seat, my turn would come earlier than the rest of my 
classmates. That means the box will still be filled with a lot of misses, my chance of 
hitting the jackpot would be lower than the rest of the class. 

Heh... I got this, let’s go! 

[Jackpot] 

Ahh... 

“sensei, I got the jackpot.” 

“Eh? Ah, yes, yes, then, Maehara-kun will be the male representative!” 

Curse you, desire sensor. 

Well, let’s look at this on a more positive note, it’s the first time that someone has 
ever written my name on the blackboard save from the cleaning duty list. Seeing my 
name up there felt refreshing. 

The boys, especially the jocks, looked relieved at my misery, some of them even did 
their victory pose. Well, it was understandable; being a member of the committee 
will just give you more work to do, and balancing committee work and club activities 
would be a major pain for them. This kind of work should really be assigned to the 


people who were in the go-home club like me. 


Since it was decided that the sacrificial lamb from the boys’ side would be me, now 
everyone turned their focus on the girls. 


“Please don't be me, please...! All right, let’s go!!” 
Nine girls had drawn from their box, but none of them had drawn the jackpot yet. 


By the way, Amami-san was among the nine girls while Asanagi hadn't pulled hers 


traitorAIZEN 188 | 365 


yet. 


However, the girls, including the girl who had just drawn her lottery, had been 
making serious faces. 


I noticed they had been doing this ever since I announced that I pulled the jackpot. 
Well, they wouldn't want to work with me, it’s understandable... 

If the one who pulled the jackpot was someone like Seki-kun, they would never act 
like this, but since it was me, a loner, instead, of course things would be different. 
After all, not only did they have to deal with their duty, but they also had to deal with 


someone who they thought would be a burden, increasing their workload. 


Well, sorry for being so unlucky, but can’t you guys at least try to hide your feelings? 
It isn’t that hard. 


But anyway, wouldn't this problem be solved if Asanagi draws the jackpot? 
“Tm next then... Ah, a miss! Here’s the proof, sensei!” 
“Mhm. Nitta-san is out then.” 


(re 


Kaay ~ Sorry to whoever wins! Don't worry, I'll have your back, just ask me and I'll 
be there to support you!” 


I thought Nitta-san would blatantly make a victory pose or something, her reaction 
was milder than I thought. She even tried to appeal to other people about it, huh? 
Not bad. 


Maybe she was showing consideration for me since I hung out with Amami-san a few 
times? No way, right? 


“Sensei, may I have a word?” 
“Mm? What’s wrong, Amami-san?” 
“I have something to say to everyone.” 


No one had hit the jackpot yet, and right before Asanagi’s turn came up, Amami-san 
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stood up from her seat. 
“Hey, everyone, do you hate Maehara-kun?” 
Hearing her words, the classroom immediately went quiet. 


From the moment she stood up, it was clear that her usual cheerful atmosphere was 
gone and the sentence that came out from her mouth confirmed her current mood. 


She was angry. 


“Tve been watching for a while now... ever since Maehara-kun pulled the jackpot, 
everyone had been praying that they wouldn't get the jackpot as well... Why are you 
guys trying to avoid him? Do you guys hate him? Just what did he do to you? C’mon, 
answer me.” 


To most people in the class, even if I did nothing to earn their ire, I would still be a 
stranger to them. Since that was the case, the stranger danger rule applied here. 
They would try to avoid communicating with me as much as possible. It was 
depressing that they treated me like this, but it wasn't like I didn’t understand where 
they came from. 


However, Amami-san wasn't a part of that group of people. After all, we hung out a 
few times and she thought of me as a friend. 


Anyone would feel bad if their friend was being treated harshly like that; her anger 
was perfectly justified. 


Nitta-san and the other girls who were close to her probably noticed the change in 
her mood, that was why they didn’t squeal in happiness or make any victory poses. 


They were surprisingly perceptive, huh? Amazing. 


“Sensei, I didn’t hit the jackpot, but can I volunteer to be the representative? I want 
to work together with Maehara-kun.” 


“Eh? W-well, if you want to, sure, you can do it... Are you okay with this, though, 
Maehara-kun?” 


“Uhm, if Amami-san wants to, sure...” 
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The thought of working together with Amami-san made me feel a little nervous, but 
at least the atmosphere between us wouldn't be awkward. 


After a little bit more conversations, it was decided that the representative would be 
Amami-san- 


“Ah, Sensei, I hit the jackpot.” 


-If not for Asanagi’s sudden words... She went up to the teacher and showed her 
lottery result. 


“Eh? But...” 


“C'mon, sensei, isn’t the rule whoever won the lottery gets the role? I’m not busy 
anyway, so I'll do it.” 


“Wait, Umi, I said that I’m the one who will- Ow!” 
Before Amami-san could finish her words, Asanagi hit her head with a hand chop. 


“Yuu, calm down. I know you're mad because your friend is being mistreated, but 
you re being unreasonable right now... Take a look around.” 


Asanagi is right. 

In this class, angering Amami-san means angering everyone around her as well. 
When this happens, those people will be shunned by Amami-san’s group, and since 
her group was the center of the class, the unrelated classmates would inevitably 


avoid them as well. 


If no actions were taken, their treatment would become worse over time and they 
would become the subject of isolation from the rest of the class. 


That was the reason why the group of girls that Amami-san scolded looked so pale. 
Amami-san only noticed this after Asanagi pointed that out to her. 
“Ah... S-sorry, Umi... I...’ 


“Hey, I’m not the one who you should apologize to, c'mon, do it properly.’ 
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“Uhh... I’m sorry everyone, suddenly lashing out like that. Also, I’m sorry Maehara- 
kun, I scared you, didn’t I?” 


“Ah, no, it’s fine, don’t worry about it.” 


I answered Amami-san before sending a glance toward Asanagi. When our eyes met, 
we secretly nodded our heads. 


“Then as per the rule, the winners of the lottery will be representing this class as the 
members of the committee. The winners are, me, Asanagi Umi, and Maehara Maki, 
we'll be in your care. Also, Nitta-san.” 


“Y-yes?” 


“You will be helping us, right? You don’t need to attend the meetings like us, but 
you'll be helping us out, right?” 


“Y-yes.” 


Asanagi fiddled with her phone. Not long after, Nitta-san’s previous declaration could 
be heard from her phone. 


Gotta admit, that’s pretty sick, I feel sorry for Nitta-san. 

The class was dismissed and everyone scattered, leaving me with Asanagi. 
“Asanagi.” 

“Hm? What’s up Maehara?” 

“As expected, youre pretty good.” 

“Hehe, I know, right? Praise me more~.” 

“Don’t get carried away, you fool! But, yeah that was pretty cool.” 

Calming the enraged Amami-san, reassuring the other classmates, and even roping 


Nitta-san in. It was unthinkable that this girl who was currently wearing a dumb 
smile did all that. 
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“Right? Hehehe... Thank you. Though what I did isn’t anything special, I was just 
trying to calm everyone down... The amazing one was Yuu...” 


“Asanagi?” 

“Yeah, I’m not amazing. She’s more amazing than I am...’ 

Asanagi continued. 

“I can never do that, you know? Getting angry at everyone while trying to protect 
someone dear to me... Only Yuu could ever do something like that... I couldn’t even 
help you out back there... I was just focusing on calming everyone down...’ 


“No, you did well, you know?” 


“Well, let’s go home quickly. We'll get busy soon, we have a lot of things to prepare, 
no?” 


“A-abh... Yeah...” 
After that, we went home together until we had to part. Along the way, we ended up 


only talking about trivial things like games and manga. There was no chance for me 
to bring the previous topic back up. 
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CHAPTER 37 
FAILED DRAW 


Although things were a little thorny during the representative selection, that didn’t 
stop our class from putting in effort for the Cultural Festival. 


We decided to create an exhibit. 


Of course, there were opinions that said we should build a haunted house or a maid 
cafe, the Cultural Festival staples. But other classes had the same ideas, so we 
decided not to go with those. Having too many competitors wasn't exactly a good 
thing. 


By the way, my opinion on the matter was to open a coffee shop. We gathered 
everyone’s ideas, wrote them on pieces of paper, then put them inside a box before 
drawing it like the previous lottery. 


Of course, even though the odds were higher, my idea didn’t get picked. I may have 
hit that 5% chance before, but not this time... Curse you, desire sensor. 


The boys were disappointed over the fact that they couldn't see Asanagi, Amami-san, 
or Nitta-san in a maid outfit, but it simply couldn't be helped. it was for the greater 
good. 


“Oi, you bunch of perverts! Stop sulking and work seriously! We need more ideas for 
our exhibit! How about this? If you put in more effort, we'll consider cosplaying 
during the Cultural Festival... I’m sure Yuu and Nina wouldn't mind, right?.” 


“EH?? Just me and Ninacchi? What about you, Umi?” 


“Tm your producer, idol-sans. I'll be the one who will take you two to the height of 
popularity! You’re with me, right, Maehara-kun?” 


“Uhh... Don’t involve me in this.” 


During our school’s Cultural Festival, there was an event where visitors would be 
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able to vote on which class they liked the most. The school gave awards to the classes 
who were in the top three. Personally speaking, the awards weren't worth the effort. 
They would probably give us something like a box of ballpoint pens or the like 


anyway. 


There was no need for us to spend that much effort on this. We only needed to do 
enough so that nothing major would happen on the D-day. 


Anyway, they need to stop talking about cosplays or whatnot. We have to decide on 
the theme of our exhibit first. 


“Okay, firstly, let’s discuss Maehara-kun’s suggestion, ‘mosaic art using empty cans?” 


Other than mine, there were various other suggestions such as creating a device 
based on something that was seen on TV, building a classroom-wide domino, and so 
on. But our budget was limited and the overall evaluation for the rank was mostly 
decided by how good it would look in front of the camera. In the end, they decided to 
go with my suggestion after considering all the limitations. 


Because of that, I had to sketch the picture we would be making, but I could always 
ask mom for help, so I wasn’t too worried. As for the materials like the empty cans, 


we could just ask for them from the nearby convenience stores or restaurants. 


Asanagi and I would work on the blueprints while the rest of the class would set it 
up, following our instructions. That was the conclusion of today’s discussion. 


“1-I’m beat...’ 

Having finished my work for the day, I plopped down on my desk, exhausted. 

I had steeled myself to work hard when it was decided that I would be the 
representative, but I hadn’t expected that talking in front of people could exhaust me 
so. The meeting was led by Asanagi, and I was merely there to support her, but I still 
felt exhausted. Being a recluse made me this weak, huh? 

“Yo, good work.” 


“Good work...’ 


“Jeez, it’s the first meeting and you're already like this. You won't die during the real 
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thing, right?” 
“I want to say I won't, but I could see myself dying in the near future...” 


Sure we didn’t need to spend much of our budget on the mosaic art, but in turn, the 
workload was heavy. 


I tried my best to make a schedule that wouldn’t put too much of a burden on the 
class, however, we would be cutting it really close to the deadline, and that was 


worrying. 


I had no experience and they suddenly told me to create a schedule for a big project 
like this. I can see myself getting burnt out in the future. 


“Man, I’m thankful that you’re my partner in this, Asanagi. If it was Nitta-san or any 
other girl, I don’t know what would happen to me.” 


Because Asanagi was chosen as the girls’ representative, Amami-san and Nitta-san 
gave us their full cooperation from the beginning. 


That was why I could barely hang in there. 

“Right? Thanks to my amazing luck you're able to rest easy... Also, here, a gift.” 
“Hm?” 

Asanagi handed me a crumpled piece of blank paper. 

“What is this?” 

“My lottery draw.” 

Huh? She didn't actually hit the jackpot? What’s going on? 


“ASanagi, you...’ 


“Sorry, Maehara, my draw was a bust. Sensei knew about it, but I had to force my way 
in, you See...” 


Sensei probably kept quiet because the atmosphere at that time was bad. That was 
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the reason why Asanagi forcefully volunteered like that, huh? 


I thought it was a work of fate that we both hit the jackpot. But it turned out that 
reality doesn’t work that way. 


“I can't believe you had the balls to do that in the middle of that mess... Jeez, you're 
something else.” 


“Are you angry at me, Maehara? Sorry, I lied to you...” 


“Eh, this just means that my luck is better than yours. Besides, no one’s complaining 
about it, so all is well.” 


For the other girls, hitting the jackpot not only meant that they had to do a bunch of 
unnecessary work, they also had to deal with me as their partner, so Asanagi forcing 


her way in would be a form of salvation for them. 


There’s no need for me to make a big deal out of it. In fact, I should be thankful to her 
since she went out of her way to take an L for me. 


“I won't be mad at you. If anything, I’m glad that you’re my partner.” 
I mean, overall, this situation was a win for me. I had no reason to complain. 


It’s Asanagi’s way of protecting someone dear to her. knowing that, there’s no way | 
would be angry at her. 


“I see.’ 

“Mhm.” 

“I see. Thank you, Maehara, I feel a little better now.” 
“Really? Glad to hear that.” 

“Mhm. Hehe ~” 

Asanagi smiled in relief. 


I had to turn my gaze away. Why does she look so cute? It’s unfair. 
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If only she showed this side of her more often, she would probably be more popular 
than Amami-san. Of course, I wouldn't say that to her face, she would get cocky if I 
did. 


“But anyway, I’m glad that we decided it by lottery this time. If Sensei were to force 
the role to a random person instead, what would happen to me, I wonder?” 


“Well, in that case, I could volunteer instead of whoever would be chosen. You see, 
Maehara, your existence is like a ticking time bomb in the eyes of the other 
classmates. It won't be long until they’re sick of you.” 


“Ticking time bomb, really? Well, it isn’t like I can’t see where they’re coming from... 


I mean, I went and said that I hated them to their faces a while ago. Of course they 
would be very mindful of my presence. 


If someone other than my friend, Asanagi, were to deal with me for a long time, it’s 
inevitable that they would be sick of me. 


“Well, whatever, that isn’t important. Let’s decide on what to draw quickly, Asanagi. 
Any ideas?” 


“Yeah, I got one, what about you?” 

“Me too.” 

We've been hanging out often lately, so I’m sure that both of us are on the same page. 
“Wanna Say it together?” 


“Sure” 


Cort wy 


Here goes... 


That was the beginning of our cultural festival. 
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CHAPTER 38 
IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE US TWO 


We decided to use a certain shounen manga MC as our model for the mosaic art. With 
him as our model, we started discussing our sketch. 


“First things first, what kind of picture should we make, Asanagi?” 


“Obviously the picture where he could shine the most. Him with his chainsaws, 
surrounded by the blood and guts of his enemies!” 


“Then we'll need a lot of black and red cans for this. Hmm, we can use the coke cans. 
They shouldn't be too hard to gather since we drank a lot of them.” 


We decided not to paint the can manually if possible, unless we failed to gather 
enough cans to use. 


Though, everything depended on the size of the art itself. If we wanted to make a 
decently-sized one, we might need a hundred or so cans. That was why we should 
decide on what color we needed quickly so we could start gathering the cans right 
away. 


“Now, we move on to something more specific. What kind of pose would be good? 
Should we rip it off from the official art?” 


“Ripping it off, huh? That’s a grey area we'll be traversing, but wouldn't it be fine 
since this is technically fanart?... Well, just in case, we should ask someone more 
knowledgeable about this... Like your mom.” 


“Well... ‘I’m busy, so don’t bother me. Also, since it’s only a school project, they 
wouldn't be petty enough to copyright claim you. So if you want to do it, then do it.’ is 


what she said.” 


“That sounds like your mom, alright. Well, we should send them an email, just in 
case.” 
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“Right.” 


We could technically make an original art instead, but neither of us was talented 
enough to come up with one. I asked her if she knew anyone in the class who could 
draw, but she said that there was none. 


We could use free-to-use images of him, but since we were aiming for the grand 
prize, we were afraid that such images wouldn't be impactful enough to win us the 
prize. 

“Let's look for a good image first, after that we could start doing the sketches.” 
“Your problems have reached my ears, so here I am, ready to help!” 

“Huh?” 


Suddenly a girl’s voice rang out from outside the classroom. 


The girl was hiding behind the classroom door, probably trying to conceal her 
identity, but her voice was a dead giveaway. 


“.Amami-san.” 
“Yuu, what are you doing here?” 
“Hehehe... As expected, my hunch was right. You two get along really well, hm- Ow!” 


As Amami-san rushed over to us, Asanagi welcomed her with a head flick. 


“What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be with Nina, collecting the empty 
cans?” 


“Uhm... That was the plan, but then I thought of the two of you... I wondered if I 
could help you a little since your workload is heavier than the rest of us. So, I asked 
Ninacchi and the others if I could help you guys instead and they agreed.” 


Well, she was right. We had been running around since early this morning preparing 
for the exhibit and attending the committee meetings. 


“Thanks for your concern, Amami-san, but we don't really need that much help 
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currently. We only need to turn a picture into a sketch for the mosaic.” 


“What he said. Well, we'll still accept the sentiment. But anyway, just leave 
everything to us and go back to your group already, Yuu.” 


“Muu... Maki-kun ~” 
“. Trying to appeal with your gaze like that won’t work on me, Amami-san.” 


In all honesty, I don’t mind her helping out, but if I were to spoil her, Asanagi will hit 
me again, so I chose self-preservation. 


“Fine fine, jeez, you both are so... Ah, wait, is the theme of the mosaic based on this 
manga?” 


“Eh? Ah, yeah.” 
“Hmm... The manga seems strange, but the characters look cool.” 


Amami-san picked up the manga, then flipped through the pages without showing 
any hesitation. 


It was a shounen manga, a battle-focused one at that. Seeing Amami-san reading this 
kind of manga, | can’t say that it fits her image. 


“Do you mind if I draw the picture for you?” 

“Huh?” 

Said Amami-san after she had gone through all the pages. 

“Amami-san, you know how to draw? Why didn’t you tell me, Asanagi-san?” 
“No, I didn’t know... Yuu never told me anything about this...” 


“I can. I used to draw a lot before I befriended Umi... After reading through this 
manga, | feel like I could draw it... Maki-kun, can I borrow a pen and paper?” 


“Eh? Sure, go ahead...” 
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I gave her a pen and paper. After receiving them, Amami-san began to draw without 
even glancing at the manga. 


“Uhh... The boy wielding his chainsaw... His enemy is a girl... Blood splattering 
everywhere... And the boy is making a pose in the center of the sea of blood...” 


She mumbled that as she moved her hands to draw. 

“Y-Yuu...” 

“Sorry, Umi, give me ten minutes.” 

“O-okay.” 

She was absorbed in her drawing as she made an unusually serious expression. 


Come to think of it, she made a similar expression back when she was playing the 
game at my house. 


“Okay, it’s done! What do you think? I added my own touch for the art, is it good?” 
“T-this!” 

Asanagi and I were both flabbergasted when we saw the picture she handed to us. 
We couldn't even nitpick anything about it. Yeah, it was different from the original, 
but she captured the atmosphere, character, and the tiniest details almost perfectly. 
The quality was high, it seemed like something a pro would come up with. 
Moreover, she did this on the fly with whatever was available. 


“Amami-san, are you actually a pro?” 


“Nah ~ if I was, there’s no way that Umi wouldn't find out about it. I mean, I can’t 
hide anything from her ~” 


Amami-san smiled at me. Seriously though, she said it’s been a while since she last 
drew, yet she could produce a high-quality drawing like this... 


She’s something else. 
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“ASanagi-san, we can use this!” 
“Huh? Asanagi-san?” 


“Eh? Ah... Mhm, right! We can use this alright! Thank you, Yuu! Also, shouldn’t we 
color the picture first?” 


Well, using this for our project will be a little more complicated, but since it’s mosaic 
art we're talking about, it shouldn't be a problem. 


“You guys will use this? Great! I’m glad I can be useful to both of you.” 
‘Useful’ was an understatement, she might as well be the carry of this project. 


Her looks were angelic, and she was talented in all sorts of things to boot. And they 
said God doesn’t give with two hands... 


“Then, we'll assign Amami-san to handle the sketch, so it will be the three of us 
working on this. Asanagi-san and I will calculate the number of cans we'll need, so 
Amami-san, you can concentrate on your drawing.” 


“Okay! Then, Umi, Maki-kun, I'll be in your care!” 


I thought the sketch would be the biggest hurdle of the project, but it turned out to 
be smoother than I thought. 


“I can’t wait to go home and start working. Umi, you'll help me with the coloring, 
right?” 


“TIl help you by nitpicking everything you draw, yes.” 


“You meanie! But, you know, this is my first festival in high school, so I’ll make sure to 
give it my all!” 


“Mhm, good for you. What about your studies?” 


“Uhm... Hehe...” 
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“You little brat!” 
“Ow! Maki-kun, help me! Umi is bullying me!” 


“Don’t you start clinging to him like that! Anyway, I’m beat, so I'll be going home. 
Good work, Maehara-kun.” 


“Thanks for your effort, Maki-kun, bye-bye ~” 
Both of them left while joking with each other like usual. 


Our cultural festival preparation was moving along smoothly thanks to Amami-san’s 
unexpected interference. 


Something was bugging me though, so I sent a text to Asanagi. 
[Maehara: Asanagi.] 

[Asanagi: What? Need something? | 

[Maehara: Not really. ] 

[Maehara: It’s just I noticed you seemed a little down. | 
[Asanagi: Ah... well, I was just shocked. ] 


[Asanagi: Even I don’t know everything about my best friend, that made me think 
about something. | 


[Asanagi: Don’t mind it, Maehara.] 

[Asanagi: I’m fine.| 

[Maehara: You sure?| 

[Asanagi: Yeah. | 

[Maehara: Are you really sure?] 

[Asanagi: Yes, I’m sure, stop asking the same thing over and over!] 
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[Maehara: Well, if you say so...] 
If that’s what she says, what else could I do? 
Still why are you making such a bitter face? 


I muttered to myself, thinking about Asanagi’s expression when she left together 
with Amami-san. 


Is she jealous of Amami-san? No way that’s the case, right? 
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CHAPTER 39 
CHANGING FEELINGS 


Next day. Our work with Amami-san continued. 
“Eh? Seriously? Yuuchin, you drew this?” 


“Yeah! Since it’s my first cultural festival, I wanted to do my best on it and I got 
carried away. I finished this in a night and didn’t manage to catch any sleep... 
Hehehe...” 


Amami-san showed everyone the picture she had drawn with a shy smile on her face. 
The picture was based on the sketch we had decided to use yesterday and it was 
already fully colored. 


Actually, Asanagi sent me the same picture over email earlier this morning, so I had 
already checked it out and gave Amami-san the ok. And since Nitta-san and the 
others gave their praises like this, we can safely say that the quality of the picture is 
great. 


For the mosaic art sketch, we could scan the picture, then use a freeware to turn it 
into mosaic art. After some adjustment, Asanagi and I should be able to come up 
with a good enough draft. When that was done, we could hand it over to the rest of 
the class and the committee. 


Thanks to Amami-san’s hard carry, we could increase our pace by a lot. 
|” 


“We did it, Umi! Our all-nighter was worth it 


“Yeah! It was so hard to keep myself awake too. If I weren't the representative, maybe 
I would have stolen Yuu’s bed and slept in instead.” 


Apparently Asanagi was up all night helping Amami-san. She looked so worn out, I 
felt bad for her. 


Obviously, she was staying over at Amami-san’s place, but since they were both girls, 
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no one made a fuss about it. 

Now, if they were of different genders, the atmosphere in the class would be very 
different. People would start to bring up malicious rumors and things would quickly 
turn sour. Well, that’s how society works, so there was no point fretting over it no 


matter how unreasonable it was. 


If only society were more tolerant about such things, I wouldn't have felt that 
nervous back when that incident happened... 


...Well, let's forget about it and focus on my work. 

Fortunately, today was Friday. I had more time to work than usual. It was the least I 
could do considering Amami-san and Asanagi had given their all. I had to reward 
their hard work with my own hard work. 

Today’s schedule would be making some minor adjustments and calculating the 
number of cans and other necessary materials needed for the mosaic art. Once that 
is done, we could finally work on the actual mosaic art starting from Monday next 
week. 

No time to play even though it’s the weekend, huh? 

Well, Asanagi looked really tired today, I didn’t want to force her to do any more 
work. Deadline? Screw that. We had plenty of time before the deadline, and if 
Asanagi were to push herself any more than this, she would collapse and I wouldn't 
let that happen. 

[Maehara: Good work. ] 

[Asanagi: Praise me more. | 

[Maehara: Good girl, good girl~ You worked hard didn’t you?| 

[Asanagi: I’m not a dog, stop that! | 


[Maehara: Kidding... Was it hard? Helping Amami-san out, I mean? | 


[Asanagi: Obviously, it was.] 
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[Maehara: Well, glad everything is over now. So head home and get some sleep, 
okay? | 


[Asanagi: Mmm... Well, l'II do that. I worked too hard yesterday after all. ] 


[Maehara: Alright, thanks for your hard work. I'll send everything to you on Sunday, 
okay? | 


[Asanagi: ‘Kaay. I'll send it over to Yuu later.] 


Her face looked so tired, but at least it seemed like her gloominess from yesterday 
was gone. She acted normally in texts too. 


It seems like I was worrying over nothing yesterday. 

“Ah, it’s Maki-kun, hello ~! Let’s do our best for the festival together!” 
“.Y-yeah... sure.” 

When I looked up, I saw Amami-san waving her hands cheerfully at me. 


Asanagi who was supposed to help her out was pretty much incapacitated, but the 
one who did most of the work looked perfectly fine. 


Aside from talent, she had a ridiculous amount of stamina as well. 


Seriously, is she even human? 


After school. I felt a little tired because I still had to go through the classes like 
normal, even though I already had my hands full with the committee work. And I still 
had more work to do when I got home. 

‘Yes, it’s Pizza Rocket!’ 


“Ah, this is Maehara.” 


Ah! Hello! You’re gonna order the usual thing ~?’ 
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Since I’m a regular, I only needed to tell them my name and they would know what | 
was going to order. It’s surprising that they actually bothered to remember my name. 


But anyway, | ordered the usual pizza, fries, and nuggets set, though I asked them to 
change the drink to an energy drink instead. Not like it would actually help me, but it 
set the mood, you know? 

Anyway, let’s get started before the food arrives. 

“It’s been a while...” 


The room was unusually quiet. 


The only sound that could be heard in this room was the sound of my PC fan and my 
mutterings. 


When I thought about it, this was actually how everything used to be. Me sitting 
alone in this dimly lit room, playing games while eating junk food. If I got bored, I 


would read some manga or watch random videos on the internet. 


Everything changed when that girl, Asanagi Umi, suddenly barged into my life 
uninvited. 


Even though she didn’t change my habits or anything, her mere presence livened up 
this gloomy room. The stagnant air in this room had changed into refreshing, sweet 
air. 

I had known her for less than three months. 

I made up my mind to let her rest this week. 

But I guess I still missed her presence here. 


“Jeez, why am I such a mess...?” 


Today, the living room felt rather spacious, but it felt quite stifling to me. 
Unconsciously, I grabbed my phone and made a call. 


Of course, there was only one person that I would call in this situation. 
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{Hello? What’s wrong?} 
“My bad, Asanagi. Were you sleeping?” 


{I was going to take a nap before dinner. I haven’t bathed yet, so I’m not gonna sleep 
yet. I’m not an old man, you know?} 


“Ah... I see.” 


{So, what’s up? It’s rare for you to call me like this... Is there a problem with the 
sketch?} 


“Nah, I was just wondering, is it okay to leave all the adjustments to me?” 


I missed you, I wanted to hear your voice. You’ve always been by my side lately, I’m 
lonely... 


I wanted to tell her that, but there’s no way I could do that. 

{Yeah sure, and?} 

“Uhh... well, I feel bad calling you like this even though you’re exhausted...” 
Why the hell am I so nervous? 

I only need to tell her to come... 

“Uhh... As expected, I can’t do this alone, you See...” 

{Mhm?} 

“So, can you come over? Also, we can relax while we’re working on the sketch.” 


If only I decided to text her instead, I wouldn't be this awkward. Why is talking so 
hard? I can’t even express myself properly. 


{... I see, so you miss me.} 


“No, I don't.” 
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{It’s obvious, you know? I knew it, Maehara Maki can’t live without me, the one and 
only, Asanagi Umi. I’m flattered} 


“N-no! Ugh, whatever. I called you because I was worried that you might feel lonely 
without me and this is what I get?” 


{Hmm? Hmmm?} 


This was completely on me. I shouldn't have called her. I stuttered for a second and 
now I had to deal with her teasing. 


My face and cheeks felt extremely hot. 


“Jeez, whatever. I'll do everything on my own, see you. Also, you don't have to forget 
about this call... Just don’t mention it to anyone.” 


{Fine ~ Then, in exchange, can I ask you something?} 

“What is it?” 

After a short pause, Asanagi continued. 

{Can I come over anyway?... I want to spend more time with you too... } 
“Ah...” 

Look at this girl, after all that teasing she said something like this to me. 
I really can’t beat her, huh? 

“Uhm... I don’t mind.” 


{Hehe, thank you. lIl come soon... Ah right, order some more food for me, I'll pay for it 
of course.} 


As soon as she said that, she hung up the call. 
Since this was her we were talking about, she would get here real soon. 


“Well... Guess I gotta call mom, huh...” 
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This was going to be like any other Friday, but somehow | felt restless. 
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CHAPTER 40 
WEEKEND +1 (1) 


Thirty minutes later, Asanagi came in wearing a hoodie, hat, jeans, and sneakers, the 
same outfit she wore back when we went to the arcade the other day. 


It was the second time I'd seen her dressed this way, but this girl really looked good 
in everything. 


“Yo,” 
“Yo, welcome. I’ve ordered more food for you, you don’t mind the usual right?” 


“Mhm, thanks. Oh, right, your mom called me a while ago. She gave me the okay to 
beat you senseless if you try to lay your hands on me.” 


“She said that? And she called herself my mom?” 
Well, I wouldn’t make the same mistake this time, so everything would be alright. 


I called her here when she was sleepy, so she might just fall asleep here again, but 
this time I'll make sure to wake her up. 


..Of course I won't try to do anything weird when she’s sleeping. Not like I have the 
guts to do so. 


“Hey, Maehara.” 

“Hm? What’s up?” 

“No~thing. I just got the urge to call your name.” 
“What’s up with that?” 


“Hehe...” 
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Ever since I let her in, Asanagi had been looking at me while grinning suspiciously. 
She did nothing more than that, but this was her way of teasing me. That phone call I 
made earlier really riled her up, huh? 

At this rate, she might keep doing this for a while. 

Damn, I knew I shouldn't have called her. 

My cheeks grew hotter by the second. 


“Hmm hmmm ~” 


Ignoring my feelings, Asanagi was humming while preparing dishes and glasses that 
she would use. She was in a good mood. 


I wonder what made her so happy? 

“Alright, let’s start working. Have you converted the image to mosaic art?” 
“Ah, yeah, I only converted it though, I haven’t made any adjustments to it.” 
I brought a chair from the living room and we started working side by side. 
“Maehara, scoot over a little...” 

“Hm? A-ah...” 


The space was small, so we had to huddle up close to each other. Her face was so 
close to mine, but this wasn’t the time to be mindful about that kind of thing. 


“Hey, Asanagi...’ 

“Mm?” 

“I know this place is cramped but, do you really have to cling to me like this?” 
“Huh? I’m not clinging to you, stop imagining things.” 


“Then, why are you hugging my arm?” 
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“Why are you fussing so much when I'm giving you a little bit of service?” 

“I don’t need it.” 

“Really? Then, give me three thousands for the hug, also for breaking my heart.” 
“That's a ripoff?” 

I guess she chose physical contact as a viable way of teasing me today. 

I told her to stop hugging my arm because it got in the way of our work. 
“Maehara, what color should we use for this part over here? Black? Red?” 


“Black is too dark to put in there... Red is too bright... Maybe a darker shade of red or 
even purple would fit...” 


“Would Dr. Pepper color fit? No one’s selling Dr. Pepper around here though... Maybe 
we should order it online and ask Yagisawa-sensei to pay for it... Yeah, let’s do that.” 


“Right. Do it then.” 

“Are you making me do it, hm, Maehara?” 

“Who else should do it? Anyway, we should refrain from buying anything unless we 
have no other choice. Well, I know a way to get more cans, so don’t worry about not 
having enough.” 

“A way only Maehara, the loner, knows... No way! Is it through the black market?!” 
“Black market my butt. Anyway, it should be here soon...” 

“Huh?” 

Even someone like me had a few connections you know? 


Time to prove my worth. 


The intercom rang at that moment. 
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“Hello, Pizza Rocket here ~” 

“Thank you, here’s the money.’ 

“Thank you for your patronage ~” 

The one who came was the part-timer delivery lady who came to deliver our pizza. 

I didn’t know her name, but she was the person who always delivered my orders. 
“Um, excuse me, may I ask about something else? It’s unrelated to my order though.” 
“Huh?” 


After that, I negotiated with the delivery lady to let me pick up a few dozen empty 
cans from the store. 


Even though the pizza shop was a chain store, they had a wider variety of drinks and 
side dishes than normal stores, so I was sure that there would be empty cans with 
the color that we needed. And that hunch of mine was correct. 


“Nom... I guess that solved the empty cans problem. Ah, lemme have that chicken.” 


“Oi! You! Well, anyway, we still need to go to the Home Center and get the other 
things we need. I’m taking that Hash Brown.” 


“Hey! Didn’t your mom teach you to not take other people’s possession?” 

“Didn’t your mom teach YOU to not take other people’s possession?” 

“What are you on about? Are you implying that I took someone else’s possession?” 
“You're not a politician, stop playing dumb.” 

Asanagi and I ate our food while stealing each other’s side dishes. 


Of course this would normally be considered bad manners, but we stopped caring 
about manners a long time ago. 


It might just be me, but the food always tasted better whenever we did this. 
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“Thanks for the food ~ Well, now that we've filled our stomachs...” 
“We continue our work?” 

“Nope. It’s time to play a game.” 

“Not the answer I expected, but sure, let’s do this.” 


There were still some things that we needed to work on, but I could handle them by 
myself. 


Anyway, I felt glad that Asanagi came today... I hated to admit it, but embarrassing 
myself over the phone was well worth it. 


“There! An opening!” 
“Wha?! Oh no!” 


I was going to beat the living hell out of her like usual, but she managed to snatch a 
win from me because of my carelessness. 


“Alright, let’s go! I beat Maehara in his serious mode!” 

“Don't get cocky! You were just lucky!” 

The moment I let my guard down, Asanagi made short work of me. 
“Asanagi, rematch!” 

“Oh? Hehehe... Fine, I’ll let you meet your maker once again.” 

“You're getting carried away... I'll beat you next time, just you wait.” 

“Hah! lIl be the one who wins next time! Two wins in a row, let’s do this!” 


Of course, I managed to keep my dignity after that. I didn’t let her win a single time. 
But this girl had gotten even better than the last time she played with Amami-san. 


I guess she had been practicing really hard since then. 
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She didn’t have Amami-san’s monstrous talent, but she had the tenacity to make up 
for that through pure effort. 


That was the virtue of the girl named Asanagi Umi, always working hard on 
everything she set her mind on. 


“Haah... Today was pretty fun... We have some time left, what do you want to do, 
Asanagi? Play another round or maybe watch a movie? It had been a while since we 
did that.” 

“Ah?... Mmm ~ Right...” 


“Huh? Asanagi?” 


When I turned my gaze toward her, she leaned on my shoulder, controller in hand. 
She looked sleepy. 


Near the end of our matches, she had been stumbling, I thought she was just 
distracted by something, but apparently she just had reached her limit. 


“Do you want to sleep?” 

“Ah, yeah... I’m feeling kinda tired right now...” * Yawn* 

“Okay then, take it easy and take the couch. I'll wake you up later.” 

“Mhm... Lend me your blanket...” 

“Fine.” 

I took my blanket and put it on Asanagi, who was lying on the couch. 

“Hehe... This blanket feels warm... It’s chilly, the warmth feels perfect...” 

She was wrapped in the blanket from her neck to her toes, only her face was 
exposed. She looked like a bagworm. Also, the blanket was a cheap one. I didn’t 
understand why she looked so happy covering herself with that blanket, but 


whatever, as long as she’s happy. 


“Then, I'll wake you up in thirty minutes. I’m gonna work-” 
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“Maehara, wait a second.” 


I was about to get up from the couch to finish my work, but Asanagi grabbed the hem 
of my shirt. 


Isn’t she supposed to be sleepy? Why is her grip so strong? 
“Let go of me and sleep...” 

“Stay here with me.’ 

“And why should I do that?” 

“Just stay here” 

“Jeez, whatever.’ 

I gave up and sat down on the sofa. 


Well, I was the one who made her come here today, so I guess I should take 
responsibility and spoil her a little. 


“Hehehe... Thank you, Maehara... You’re so sweet today.” 


“What is it all of the sudden? I’m not giving you a single yen even if you flatter me 
like that.” 


“I don’t need your money, being with you like this... is enough for me...” 
“I don’t understand what you are talking about, but sure...” 

“Hey, hold my hand?” 

“Three thousand yen.” 

“That's a ripoff?” 

“I just used your card against you.” 


“Jerk.” 
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Our conversation went like this, but in the end, | still held her hands tightly. 


I don’t know why I’m doing this. Loneliness? Maybe I just want someone’s warmth? I 
don’t know. 


Is this even something that normal friends do? 

I questioned it, but when I saw her face, I stopped thinking about it. 
A warm feeling enveloped my chest. I wondered what it was? 

At that moment, the intercom rang. 

“Huh? Maehara, you got a guest?” 


“Ah, yeah. I don’t know who it is... Maybe the delivery lady forgot something? Ill 
check it out, wait a second.” 


I let go of her hand, walked toward the intercom, and pressed the button. 

Living in an apartment like this, sometimes someone got the wrong address or a 
suspicious person just rang the intercom randomly. That was why if the one who 
rang it was a random person, it would be okay for me to ignore them. 

“Good evening, Maki-kun! Sorry to bother you this late.” 

“Ah...” 

When I saw her through the camera, my mind went blank for a second. 

Why did she come here? Her timing couldn't be worse. 


“Amamic-san...’ 


“Tm sorry, Maki-kun... Umi is also here, right?” 
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CHAPTER 41 
WEEKEND +1 (2) 


“Um, sorry, can you give me a second?” 
I left the intercom and quickly went to Asanagi’s side. 
“Yuu is here?” 


“Yeah. She’s still at the entrance though... By the way, when you left the house today 
did she, by any chance, see you?” 


“No. No way I would get careless like that...” 

Besides, Amami-san’s house and Asanagi’s house were quite a distance away from 
each other, so it would be unlikely that she saw Asanagi leave her house by chance 
unless she camped somewhere nearby. But there was no way Amami-san would do 


that, she had no reason to. 


In other words, she came here because she was convinced that Asanagi would be at 
my house today. 


This exact day, during this exact hour. 

“Asanagi, have you told Amami-san about our relationship?” 

“So you haven't?” 

“sorry. There wasn't a good enough time to bring the topic up.” 


Even if I were to blame her, it was too late already. Besides, she hadn't really done 
anything wrong. 


Anyway, if Asanagi hadn’t told Amami-san about this, that meant at some point she 
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noticed that we were unusually close with each other. 

If I were to play dumb and try to fool her... No, that wouldn’t work. Knowing Amami- 
san, she would probably have double-checked it with Asanagi’s house before she 
even came here. 

I guess we had no other choice, huh? 

“Maehara... That... I’m sorry...” 

“It’s fine. I told you to hide it because I didn’t want to deal with the noise that other 


classmates would make. If we explain this properly to Amami-san, I’m sure she'll 
understand.” 


a oy 
ann 


Now that she found out about our relationship, the best thing we could do is to 
explain properly. That way no one would be hurt more than they already were. 


“Are you fine with this, Asanagi?” 
aeS. 
I let Asanagi sit by the table and invited Amami-san in. 


The air inside the house felt stifling. 


Asanagi could only turn her gaze away from Amami-san’s sharp gaze. 


Their position was now reversed. Amami-san was now dominating Asanagi, who had 
a pitiful look on her face. 


“Amami-san, care for a drink?” 


“Don't worry, I’m going home after this. I don’t want to interrupt your precious time 
together any more than this... I’m sure you'd prefer it that way. Right, Umi?” 
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“No, that’s...” 
“Asanagi, let me.” 


If I let the two of them talk in this kind of mood, the atmosphere would get worse 
than it already was. I had to intervene. 


“Amami-san, when did you notice?” 


“Just recently. But I had my suspicions for a few months now. I mean, Umi kept 
refusing my invitations and she kept using the same excuse, of course I would get 
suspicious from that.” 


“That early, huh...?” 


That should be around the time when we first befriended each other. I thought we 
were being extremely careful during that period. 


Guess we underestimated Amami-san a little too much, huh? 


“You know... Everyone in the class might disregard you both and keep their attention 
on me, but... I’ve always paid the closest attention to my best friend, Umi...” 


Asanagi and I got to know each other behind the other classmates’ backs. We used 
Amami-san’s reputation as the cutest girl in class as a cover because she was the only 
one that everyone paid attention to. After we got to know each other, we surprisingly 
hit it off pretty well. Since then, we started hanging out with each other every week. 
She even stayed over at my house once, and our parents even got acquainted with 
each other. 


Asanagi kept turning down Amami-san’s invitation, using ‘having work to do at 
home’ as an excuse. But in truth, she was hanging out with a classmate. I guess 
Amami-san felt left out because of this... 


“Umi, why haven't you told me anything about Maki-kun? I’ve been waiting, you 
know? I’ve been waiting for you to tell me, but you never did...” 


“T-that’s...” 


“My bad, Amami-san, I was the one who told her to not tell anyone. I didn’t want the 
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people in class to make a fuss about us, right, Asanagi?” 
“Ah, mhm... We wanted to keep it a secret for the time being...” 


There was no doubt that this mess started because of me. I was the one who told her 
to not tell anyone about our relationship. But why did Asanagi look so down? 


It was my fault, why was she acting like it was her fault? 


Could it be that she was actually enjoying keeping our relationship a secret? And 
now she felt guilty because of it? 


“Umi, is that true? Is Maki-kun telling me the truth?” 
It wasn'ta lie. 
It wasn'ta lie, Asanagi, why didn’t you answer her? 


“Umi, why aren’t you saying anything? Don't you trust me? Is our relationship 
actually only one-sided? You've stopped thinking of me as your best friend?” 


“al-I still think of you as my best friend... even though I kept my relationship with 
Maehara a secret, you're still my best friend, Yuu...” 


“Then why didn’t you tell me about this right away? If you wanted to keep your 
relationship a secret from the rest of the class, I could keep my mouth shut, you just 


needed to ask...” 


True. Also, we already decided that we should tell her about our relationship back 
when Asanagi stayed over. 


But in the end, Asanagi didn’t tell her anything about us. 


“You re right... If it’s you, you'd be able to keep a secret and prevent anyone from 
meddling with us...” 


“Then, why didn’t you?...” 
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“Sorry, I can’t tell you why... I don’t want to tell you...” 

Asanagi squeezed the hem of my shirt tightly. 

I’ve been wondering why she hadn't told Amami-san about our relationship. 
I guess she had her own reason for it. 


“Sorry, Maehara. It’s late already. Mom will be worried if I stay here any longer, so 
I’m going home.” 


“Ah, Umi, if you're leaving, I’m going-” 
“Yuu, you just arrived, so you should stay. Have some coffee first and relax or 


something. Sorry, I need some time alone... Also... I can’t bring myself to face you 
right now... Sorry...’ 


“Umi...” 

That was a clear rejection from Asanagi. 

It was the first time that I’d seen a crack in the relationship between the two of them. 
“sorry, Yuu... I’m the worst, aren't I?” 

“Ah, Umi-” 

“See you later, Maehara. Thanks for inviting me today... It was a lot of fun.” 

Asanagi made a lonely smile before she stormed out of the room. 

“Hey, Maki-kun... What should I do...? I...” 


Should we chase after her? Or should we leave her alone for now? 


I don’t know. I just don’t know... 


traitorAIZEN 225 | 365 


CHAPTER 42 
THINGS ARE PROCEEDING NORMALLY? 


I spent the rest of the weekend feeling restless and before I knew it, anew week 
started. 


I decided to leave the house earlier than usual and headed for school. 


I had completed the sketch during the weekend. All I had left to do was make enough 
copies for the rest of the class, then we could start work on the mosaic art. 


I borrowed the school’s copy machine and copied enough sketches for the whole 
class and immediately went to the classroom. 


I expected that Asanagi would be absent today because of what happened last Friday, 
but contrary to my expectation, she was there, sitting on her seat. 


Of course, Amami-san was by her side. 

“Oh, it’s Maki-kun! Good morning!” 

“Good morning, Amami-san... And you too, Asanagi-san.” 
“Mm. Morning.” 


I was slightly nervous to talk with her after what happened last Friday, but she 
responded to me like normal. 


I guess I was worried for nothing. 


“Here’s the finished sketch. I’ve sent you the number of cans we'll need for each 
color, so check it out later. If I made an error somewhere or you want to add 
something to it, make sure to let me know first.” 


“Woah, amazing! This really looks like real art! I wonder how it will look when it’s 
finished? What do you think, Umi?” 
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“Well, the original picture is good enough, it won't turn out bad at least unless we 
purposely mess it up. Ah, yeah, lll hand out the copies to everyone, you can leave 
them to me.” 

“Alright, I’m counting on you.” 

“Roger.” 


She smiled as she received the copies from me. It was her usual smile. 


She was acting like the mess on Friday had never happened. She acted normally even 
with Amami-san. 


I wanted to ask whether they resolved everything properly or not, but there was no 
way I could ask something like that out in the open like this. 


I thought of asking her over text, but just as I was about to do that, my phone 
vibrated. 


I picked it up, expecting that Asanagi sent me something, but when I looked at the 
screen, that proved to be wrong. 


I saw a cute rabbit profile picture and the name ‘Amami’. 


I almost yelled in surprise, but I managed to hold the urge back and looked up to see 
Amami-san looking at me. 


Right. It wasn’t Asanagi who sent me a text, it was Amami-san. 


As for Asanagi, she was busy preparing for the morning class, she wasn’t even 
looking at her phone. 


[Amami: Sorry, Maki-kun, texting you so suddenly like this. ] 
[Maehara: Don’t look at me, Amami-san. Everyone will notice us if you do that.| 
[Amami: Ah, sorry. | 


[Amami: Okay, all is good.] 
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[Maehara: So, what’s up?] 

[Amami: Ah, Uhm... It’s about Umi... Maki-kun, have you talked to her yet?| 
[Maehara: No, I haven't... What about you, Amami-san?| 

[Amami: Me too. I couldn't bring myself to talk to her over the weekend. | 

[Amami: But, she texted me and said that everything is fine now. 

[Amami: I thought you said something to her.| 

[Maehara: What did she say?] 

[Amami: Tm sorry about last time. Let’s just forget about it and move on.’ That’s it.] 
[Maehara: I see...] 

In other words, everything was just a farce. They haven't properly made up yet. 
There was a saying; ‘a word once spoken, cannot be recalled.’ 

Even if you told someone to forget about the things you've said, and that someone 
tried their hardest to forget about it, the smallest trigger would bring it back up 
again. You could never completely forget about it. 

And we were in that exact situation. 

I guess I need to have a proper conversation with Asanagi. Even if the damage 
couldn't be undone, we could still try to come up with a solution where everyone 
could be happy. 

I'd hate it if her relationship were to be ruined because of my selfish request. 


[Maehara: Amami-san, for the time being, can you leave this matter to me?] 


[Amami: Yeah, everything might turn for the worse if I were to talk to her, so please, 
Maki-kun. I’m counting on you. | 


[Maehara: All right. lIl report to you after school.| 
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I stopped texting with Amami-san and immediately sent Asanagi a text. 
[Maehara: Hey, Asanagi. | 

[Maehara: Hey, earth to Asanagi?] 

[Maehara: Why are you ignoring me?] 


She should've noticed my text by now, but no matter how long I waited, she never 
texted me back. 


At first glance, Asanagi seemed to be behaving normally, but for me and Amami-san, 
who knew what was going on, her behavior made us feel restless. 


She never texted me back, even after Homeroom was done and the morning classes 
started. 


“Umi, the first period-” 


“It’s chemistry. We have practicals today, so we have to go to the lab quickly. Hurry 
up, let’s go.” 
In 


“Aye ~ Wait, stop hitting me 


She still responded normally to Amami-san and Nitta-san. She even made jokes 
while talking about trivial things with them, but she gave me the cold shoulder. 


Wasn't this whole mess about Asanagi and Amami-san? So why was I the one 
receiving most of the damage? 


Did I do something to her? 

[Amami: Maki-kun, is Umi ignoring you?| 
[Maehara:... Apparently, yeah...| 

[Amami: Oh my...] 


[Amami: As expected, I should be the one to talk to her...] 
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[Maehara: Nah, it’s okay, I'll try a little harder ] 

[Amami: You sure? If she still ignores you, let me know, okay?] 
[Maehara: Okay. | 

Since she kept ignoring me, llI just have to confront her directly. 


Fortunately, we were both class representatives for the committee. It wouldn't draw 
too much attention even if I were to drag her out of the class. 


I hope it won't come to that though... But, if there’s no other choice... 


I made up my mind and went up to Asanagi, who was currently sitting in the middle 
of Amami-san’s group. 


“Uhm, sorry, Asanagi-san, I need to talk to you about our exhibit.” 


“Ah, sorry, I need to do something in the staff room. Everyone should go on ahead, 
don’t wait for me, okay?” 


“ASanagi-san, wait-” 
“See you later, Maehara-kun. Talk to me about it later after school, okay?” 


For the first time I gathered the courage to confront Amami-san’s group, but as soon 
as I called out to her, she immediately walked out of the classroom. Clearly she was 
avoiding me. 


“My, my, Mr. representative. It seems like you've been dumped.” 


“Are you trying to hit on her? Give it up. She may look friendly, but she is a tough nut 
to crack.” 


Nitta-san and Seki-kun clasped my shoulders while giving me a look of pity. 
I wasn't trying to hit on her. Seriously, these guys pissed me off. 


“Jeez, that Umi! Even though Maki-kun did all this for her!” 
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“Hm? Where are you going, Yuuchin?” 


“To the chemistry class... That Umi, she didn’t bring her chemistry textbook with her! 
That was her math textbook!” 


...Dumbass. 


It was obvious that you were trying to avoid me. You even got yourself into this mess 
while doing so. Seriously, you idiot... 


“Ah, jeez... That dumbass, seriously...” 
“Huh? Maki-kun?” 


“Amami-san, give that book to me, I have something to do outside, I'll give it to her 
along the way.’ 


Who cares about the dumb secret anymore. That idiot made this mess, l'l] make her 
regret it. 


Whether she'll receive this textbook or not, l'll make sure she can’t run away from 
this conversation. 
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CHAPTER 43 
FINALLY, WE RE ALONE 


[Maehara: Dear Asanagi. | 
[Maehara: I have your chemistry textbook. | 


[Maehara: I’m waiting for you in the courtyard, if you don’t want to be embarrassed 
in class, come and get it from me, idiot. | 


I sent that to her. Of course she still hadn’t replied, but I knew she had read it, so I 
was pretty sure that she would come to me. 


So I waited for her in the courtyard. 

“Why isn’t she coming yet? Damn it, Asanagi...” 

The clock was ticking, the ten minute break passed by quickly. 

Five minutes left until the break ended... Three minutes... One... 

If she didn’t hurry, I would be the one who embarrassed myself instead. This is bad. 
But, whatever, she would have it worse than me anyway. 

“Huh! She replied!” 

She finally sent me a reply. 

I immediately opened it and found a message with an attached image on it. 
[Asanagi: Idiot. | 

[Asanagi: I can always borrow the book from someone, you idiot. | 

The image attached to the text was an image of a chemistry textbook. She probably 
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borrowed it from her friend in another class. 

Did she just outplay me? 

“T-that girl...” 

I forgot that this kind of strategy would only ever work on someone like me, a 
hopeless loner. I could never borrow something from someone else because I didn’t 


have any friends. 


Unlike me, Asanagi was a part of Amami-san’s group, of course she would have 
friends from another class. 


I’ve been seeing her sloppy side so often that I forgot she was one of the more 
popular girls in school. 


[Asanagi: Come on ~ You'll be late if you don’t move your ass ~] 
[Maehara: B***h, you'll pay for this!] 
[Asanagi: I'll pay for nothing, idiot ~] 


After sending her my villainous catchphrase, I immediately dashed to the chemistry 
lab. 


Fortunately it was close by, so I barely made it in time. But since I was the last to 
arrive, everyone in the lab, including the teacher, stared at me. 


„Seriously, why did I do something stupid like that? Now I have to bear with this 
embarrassment. 


“Uhm, you’re?... Ah, right, Maehara. You're late.” 

“Pm sorry.” 

I hurriedly sat down at an empty desk and turned my gaze towards Asanagi, who 
was seated far away from me. She was curled up by her seat, and I could see her 


body trembling while her seatmate, Amami-san, was giving both her and me her 
worried looks. 
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Okay, now I’m mad. 

I swear I'll catch that dumbass later and pay her back for this. 
“Maehara-kun, why do you have two textbooks?” 

“Ah, right, I accidentally brought a spare.” 


I continued to glare at Asanagi as I gave Ooyama-kun a random excuse. I placed 
Asanagi’s textbook on the desk. 


The rest of the classes proceeded smoothly, and the end of the school day arrived. 


Since the sketch was pretty much done, all we needed to do was to make the art for 
real this time. 


It wasn't difficult to make a mosaic. All you needed to do was to make holes in each 
can, organize them according to the sketch we previously made, connect them witha 
string, then hang them up. 


Our only problem would be time. If we were to dawdle too much on it, we would 
have to work overtime. 


But the only time when the school allowed us to work at night was the day before the 
festival. In other words, overtime was not an option. 


Then again, that could change depending on the decision made by the committee. 
Nevertheless, I would still need Asanagi’s cooperation to finish this by the deadline. 
Whether she could even cooperate with me is the real question. 

“Heya, Maehara-kun.” 


“Huh?!... Asanagi-san...” 


“Why do you look so surprised? We have a lot of work to do, right? I just want to 
make sure that you're actually starting to work.” 


“A-ah... I see.” 


That caught me off guard. She suddenly called out to me, but her tone was formal, so 
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it seemed that she wasn’t planning on letting our little drama hinder our project. 
God, I wish I could do the same. 


“Let's use however many cans we currently have for the time being. So, where are 
the cans?” 


“There are some in that corner, the rest of them should be in the storage room 
outside...” 


“Ah! Then... We need to carry them here...” 


That’s it. I could corner her this way since it would only be the two of us who would 
go. If I were to press the topic, she wouldn't be able to dodge it even if she wanted to. 


“Yuu, got a minute?” 
“Mm? What is it, Umi?” 


“Can you go with Maehara to check on the cans? I have to watch over everyone, so I 
can't go with him.” 


...Well, if I could think of a plan like that, she would also be able to, of course. She 
immediately called Amami-san over to go in her stead. 


Still planning to run away, huh...? 


“No, no, don’t bother Amami-san. She has work to do here. C’mon just let’s go 
already.” 


“Eh, but we were the ones who made the sketch. At least one of us should stay here 
to watch over the others.” 


“It won't take long, it doesn’t matter. Right, Amami-san?” 


“Mhm. We're just making holes in these empty cans, after all. We don’t need 
supervision for this kind of trivial work, Umi.” 


Amami-san answered as she secretly winked at me. 
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Amami-san was on my side. We had been cooperating all day. She had been making 
sure that Nitta-san, Seki-kun and the others wouldn't interfere with my plan. 


“Anyway, I’m going to get the storage room key from Yagisawa-sensei first. Asanagi- 
san, wait for me there, okay?” 


“Wait, don’t decide it by yourself-” 


“Well, if you don’t want to come, I can do it alone... But... I would be glad if you’d 
come...” 


“..T-then, I’m going.” 


I whispered the ‘I would be glad if you do’ part to her. I walked out of the room and 
headed toward the staff room where Yagisawa-sensei was. 


I couldn't hear any footsteps behind me, so Asanagi shouldn't be chasing me, but I 
knew that she would come to the storage room since I asked her to help me in front 


of everyone in class. 


She must have had her own reason to avoid me. Nevertheless, I still wanted to know 
why. 


I took the key from Yagisawa-sensei and went to the storage room. It was located 
near the smoking area for the teachers... Yes, the place where we previously had 
lunch before. 

Suddenly, the scene from back then came to mind. 

Back then, we were really awkward with each other, but we managed to break the ice 
by exchanging our side dishes. After that, we started talking about cooking and the 
walls between Amami-san and | started to crumble. 

“sorry, Asanagi. I was late...” 


“Seriously... you idiot...” 


It seemed like she had been waiting for me for a while. As soon as she heard my 
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voice, she immediately turned around. The tone of her voice was curt, she was 
clearly sulking. 


I guess this meant that she wasn’t planning to run away anymore. 
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CHAPTER 44 


IDIOT 


For the first time since last week, I was finally able to have a one-on-one 
conversation with this friend of mine. It wasn't long since the last time we had a talk 
like this, but it felt like it’s been ages. After all, this dumbass had been avoiding me all 
day long. 


“Idiot... Seriously, you're such an idiot... If you act like that in front of everyone, of 
course I'd have no choice but to meet you like this... Even Yuu conspired with 
everyone to help you... Seriously, what's with all of you?...” 

It seemed like she found out. Well, I had been watching Amami-san since we started 
our scheme. Even in my eyes, it was obvious that she was bad at sneaking around, let 


alone in the eyes of her best friend. Her movements were way too conspicuous. 


“That's on you. If you didn’t try to avoid me, none of this would’ve happened, you 
know?” 


“T-that’s...” 


She came here because she had no other choice. But it seemed like she hadn’t made 
up her mind about whether she wanted to talk about it. 


Though, with the way she was acting, if I were to puta little pressure on her, she 
would probably start to talk. 


“Well, whatever. Let’s finish our job first. Amami-san said that everyone had gathered 
around half the amount we needed.” 


“Are you okay with that...?” 


“I mean, I called you here mainly to do this. Or do you want to talk first before we 
start working? I’m fine with that too.” 


“Lets do our job first...” 
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“Okay then, I'll open the storage, so don’t run away.” 
“I hate you... Idiot...” 
She didn’t say that out of hatred for me, but rather because she was sulking. 


I mean, if she actually hated me, she wouldn't act meekly like this. I knew her well 
enough to know that. 


I unlocked the storage room door and went inside. 


In anime and manga, this would be the beginning of a scene where a boy and girl got 
locked inside a dark storehouse and no one would find them until the next morning. 
Sadly, reality didn’t work that way. The door could easily be opened from inside, and 
the room had a lamp installed in it. That kind of cliche event would never happen in 

real life. 


“Uhh... Amami-san said the cans are inside a big black trash bag... Is this it?” 


I turned the light on and looked around the room and saw a big black trash bag to my 
right. I heard that they sorted the cans by their colors, so counting them shouldn't be 
difficult, but it would still be tedious. 


“We should split up our roles. Asanagi, start counting the colors that had fewer 
numbers. After we're all done with this, I'll take everything back to the classroom.” 


«a » 


„Mmm... 
Well, I had a lot of things to talk about with her, but I still need to prioritize our job. 
“This group is black colored... Yikes, there are still cigarettes and other junk in there. 
Seriously, is it that hard to clean the cans properly first before you collect them? 
Asanagi, how’s your side?” 

“No problem here. Maybe we should put the dirty cans aside and wash them 
properly first before taking them back to the class. l'l] warn everyone about this, so 


we won't have to deal with this in the future.” 


“Alright, I’ll leave it to you.” 
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“Mim.” 


The more we worked together like this, the more I realized that Asanagi and I were 
on the same wavelength. She understood my intentions and | understood hers. 
Everything proceeded smoothly because of this. 


I’m starting to feel hopeful toward our exhibit now. 


a oy 
ann 


a oy 
ann 


Outside of conversation regarding our work, the storage room was enveloped in 
silence. 


The only sound that could be heard was the clanging of the empty cans. 
. It felt awkward. 


It wasn't the first time that we did something without saying a word to each other, 
we did this a lot whenever we were reading manga or watching a movie together. 


But those times never felt this awkward. Unlike those times when we were absorbed 
in whatever we were doing, this time, it was clear that she was consciously trying not 
to talk with me. 


“ Ugh.” 


a oy 
ann 


As we were working, our eyes would occasionally meet and whenever that 
happened, we would immediately turn our gazes away. 


Normally, we could always talk about trivial things to fill this silence, like pizza, B- 
movies, manga, games and so on... But, I couldn't just bring those topics up at this 
moment. 


“Hey, Maehara.” 


“What?” 
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“Aren't you curious?” 

“Curious about what?” 

“About why I’m avoiding you.” 
“You want to talk about it?” 


“No, I don’t... But at the same time, I know that this situation shouldn't be dragged 
out any longer... Especially the things with Yuu...” 


All three of us, me, Asanagi and Amami-san, were trying to repair the crack that had 
formed in our relationship. 


To Asanagi, Amami-san was her best friend while I was her ‘kindred spirit’ 


Of course, the best case scenario for her would be for us to make up rather than 
being estranged like this. 


Still, I couldn’t help but wonder. 


The source of this whole thing was the fact that Asanagi didn’t tell Amami-san about 
our relationship. She said that she couldn't find the perfect timing to tell her, but they 
were together all the time, no? There should’ve been at least one or two times when 
she could bring up the topic. 


“To tell you the truth...” 
“Mm?” 


“I want to know what’s on your mind. I’ve been brooding over it throughout the 
weekend, but I thought that it would be best if I give you more time... And then 
Monday came and you suddenly started to avoid me... I don’t understand what 
you're thinking.” 


“Sorry.” 


“Don't be. Everyone has something that they want to keep to themselves. Like me for 
example, I never told you about my parents’ situation, right? I assume you're similar 
to me. Your problem probably isn’t something that I should hear.” 
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To other people, those things might be trivial, but to the person themselves, that 
wasn't the case at all. 


“Of course, you could tell me if it makes you feel better. But, I’d rather not force you 
to talk if you don’t want to.” 


While I wanted to know the reason why she did all this, I also wanted to respect her 
feelings. That was why I decided to leave it up to her. 


Call me indecisive, but I couldn't help it. This was my first time having to deal with 
people like this, I was just trying my best to be mindful of her feelings, 


“In short, I have a lot of questions to ask you, but if you don’t want to tell me, I can 
always wait.” 


“Are you sure? What if I end up not telling you anything at all?” 
“Then, it is what it is, I guess.” 
... Though that would make me feel sad. 


“Anyway, that’s that. Let’s finish our work quickly. If we don't, the other classmates 
will be suspicious.” 


The talk didn’t solve any of our problems, but my chest felt lighter after telling her all 
that. 


I guess being able to talk properly with her was good enough for me. 
ere vielen 

“Huh?” 

“Don’t mind me...” 

“What are you on abou!” 


The moment I tried to turn around to look in her direction, a sweet smell entered my 
nose as a warm feeling enveloped my body. 
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It took me a few seconds to realize that Asanagi had embraced me from behind. 
“Eh? Ehh?” 
“Maehara... You idiot...” 


I was too panicked to notice what kind of feeling was contained in her words. 
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CHAPTER 45 
WAIT A LITTLE BIT LONGER 


Thinking back, this might be the first time we've ever been this close. 


Skinship wasn't a new thing for either of us. I mean, she patted my head a few times 
and we've even held hands before, but this was on another level. 


I could feel the warmth of her body, also certain parts of her body through her 
uniform. 


My heart rate quickened. 

“Idiot... Idiot! Why are you being nice to me? I know it’s one of your good points, but 
why are you this nice to someone like me? If you keep acting like this, I’ll definitely 
take advantage of your kindness, you know?” 


“A-Asanagi...?” 


“No... Don’t turn around, please. I don’t want you to look at me when I’m like this... If 
you dare turn your head around, I'll give you a head flick...” 


PINE 
I knew she wasn’t crying, but I could hear her sniffles. 


I understood her feelings because I wouldn’t want anyone to see me in that state 
either. 


“Hey, Maehara...” 
“Mm?” 
“Tm sorry for today... Also, thank you for the textbook...” 


“Ah, yeah, make sure to appreciate me properly. You have no idea what I went 
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through for your dumb textbook.” 


ĮI almost burned that textbook out of rage, but I managed to restrain myself. Then 
again, I didn’t want to become a criminal just yet. 


“Maehara... were you angry?” 
“What do you think?” 


“Hahaha... Of course you were, huh? I mean, you didn’t do anything, yet I made you 
go through all that because of my selfishness...” 


She tightened her embrace. 

I could feel her heartbeat through my back. 
“Why did you do that in the first place?” 
“I don’t want to tell ~” 


“Oi, isn’t this the part where you should start telling me everything like in mangas? 
Why are you breaking that cliche now?” 


“Just think of me as a tsundere ~” 
“Suuure you are.” 

“Sorry for being a tsundere ~” 
“Jeez, seriously...” 


I wanted to tell her that she was really cute right now, but I stopped myself. 
Seriously, why did this cute girl even try to associate with a loner like me? 


“Hey, Maehara?” 
“What is it now?” 


“If I were to tell you everything, would you listen to me?” 
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“Yeah, I mean, that’s part of the reason why we're here, isn’t it?” 

“Even if it’s gonna be a long story?” 

“How long?” 

“Everything started back when I was in middle school... maybe even earlier...” 
“Well, I don’t mind.” 

I had a feeling that something might have happened to her back when she was in 
middle school. After all, she came from a prestigious all-girls middle school. There 
should be a reason why she decided to come to co-ed school like this instead of just 


continuing her studies there. 


Of course, if she was willing to tell me about her problems, I would be more than 
glad to listen. 


I was well aware that her problem this time would be something really heavy, and 
since her best friend, Amami-san was clueless about it, it probably had something to 
do with her. 

A piece of Asanagi Umi, that even Amami-san doesn't know about. 

Of course, the problem might just be something trivial, since Asanagi was the type of 
person to fret over the smallest things, but even if that was the case, I would be glad 


to listen to her. 


Asanagi and I were friends. I may not be as close to her as Amami-san, but she 
trusted me enough to confide in me. 


And I had to respond properly toward that trust. 

...I’m really soft on her, huh? 

“Uhm... since you agreed to listen to me, can you wait until the festival?” 
“Sure, but do I really have to wait that long?” 


“No, I could talk about it right now if you want me to, but I just think it will be easier 
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for you to understand if you give me some time to gather my thoughts...” 

“Is that so?” 

“Mm...” 

Well, if that was her decision, what else could I say? 

“Sure, lIl wait.” 

“Thank you. I promise I'll tell you everything later...” 

“Then, let’s get back to work.” 

“Okay.” 

With that, we went back to our work. It took longer than expected because of her 


suddenly hugging me, but it should be fine. We could make excuses like; we were 
cleaning the cans, or there were more cans than we expected. 


“Mm? ‘Sup? C’mon, we gotta go quickly, we wasted enough time already.” 
“I know, but...” 

I said to Asanagi, who was counting the cans. 

“Why are you counting the cans from my bag? Go back to yours.” 


“Who cares~ Whether I’m counting from yours or from mine, our work efficiency 
won't change. If anything... Umm...” 


Asanagi stopped embracing me, but she didn’t increase the distance between us. 
Instead, she worked right beside me, our shoulders were even touching. 


She said that nonsense about efficiency or whatnot, it was clear that doing it this way 
would be more inefficient. 


However, I knew that even if I told her off, this dumbass wouldn't listen to me. What 
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a brat. Seriously, such a pain in the butt. 

“Sure, whatever, let’s do this together if you so insist.” 

“Took you long enough to say that. Seriously, you’re such a pain in the butt.” 
“Look in the mirror.” 

“I did, I found a cute girl there.” 

“Sheesh, just shut your mouth and work, idiot.” 

“Huh? What did you just call me, idiot?” 

“Just shut up, idiot.” 

And before I realized it, we started our usual childish banter. 


We still had a lot of things to take care of, especially the thing with Amami-san. For 
now though, we could put the little drama between us to an end. 


Everything will be fine from now on, yep. This Asanagi, who got a buff from this 
amazing me, should be able to confront Amami-san whenever she wanted to. 
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CHAPTER 46 
FRIENDS 


Asanagi and I finally made up and promised to talk about everything properly during 
the festival. For now, we decided to focus on our work. 


“Oh, Umi, Maki-kun, welcome back ~” 

“You two are late! Were you two busy flirting behind our backs?” 

“We were busy cleaning the cans. Also, didn’t I tell you guys to clean them properly 
before you collect them? So why are some of them dirty, hm? Nina, was my 
instruction not clear enough?” 

“I-I’m sorry!... Y-you're scaring me...’ 

At that moment, an empty can cleanly hit Nitta-san’s forehead and bounced toward 
Amami-san’s side. Well, she was actually spot on. Our talk took up most of our time; 


the cleaning took way less time than we initially thought. 


“Uhm... Anyway, we've got all the cans needed for row A through F, so we can finally 
arrange them according to the draft and connect them with the strings...” 


While Asanagi was bully- I mean, giving a warning to Nitta-san, I gave out 
instructions to the rest of the classmates. 


Also, I called out to Amami-san. 


“Right, Amami-san, I want to change the color on some of the parts, so please come 
with me.” 


“Huh? Okay? Sure, but do we have to move places to talk...?” 
“Well, I don’t want to distract the others. Asanagi-san, come with me too.” 


“ Ah... Mm... Okay.” 
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Asanagi responded with her usual tone, but her voice was slightly trembling. 


That should give Amami-san an idea about what kind of conversation we were going 
to have. 


We left the classroom since this wasn’t the kind of thing that we wanted others to 
overhear. 


“Go ahead, Asanagi.” 

“O-okay...” 

I turned my back as Asanagi took a step closer to Amami-san. 
ele” 

“Yuu... Umm... about the other day...” 

“Mim...” 


“Tm sorry I was being selfish... I even told you to forget about everything... Pl tell 
you everything soon, okay? Do you mind waiting...?” 


“Mhm, I don’t mind.” 
Amami-san easily accepted Asanagi’s request. 
“Eh? A-are you sure? Even though I wronged you?” 


“Of course! Aren't we best friends? If you think you need more time to tell me 
everything, sure, I can wait.’ 


While it would be normal for her to hold a small grudge over this, Amami-san 
instead showed Asanagi her usual carefree smile. 


I guess we're both the same kind of person, huh? 
“That's that. Good for you, Asanagi.” 


“Mm... Thank you, Yuu...” 
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“No problem~” 


For the time being, everything should be fine until the festival starts. As for what 
would happen later, that would be for our future selves to solve. 


“Oh, right, Maehara, thank you.” 

“You finally remembered that I’m here, huh?” 
“Yeah, your presence is thin, after all.” 
“Woah, so cruel...” 

“Hehe, PII take that as a compliment.” 


Yeah, this was the Asanagi I knew. The reliable, cool girl who would sometimes show 
her mischievous side. 


*Stare~ 


Since she found out anyway, I decided to stop pretending to be a reserved guy and 
talked in my normal tone. This resulted in Amami-san giving us quite the glare. 


“Hey, Umi, Maki-kun.” 

“W-what is it, Yuu?” 

“Y-yes?” 

“You guys became friends two months ago, right?” 
“U-Uhh... yeah...” 

“Around that long, yeah...” 

She studied our faces closely with a difficult expression. 
“You two...” 
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“Hm?” 
“Yes?” 


“You two are just friends, right?” 


Cort wy 


Y-yes... 
“Hmmm...” 
She let out a low hum as her frown deepened. 


I could understand her skepticism. It was hard to believe that we were merely 
friends since we definitely did things that normal friends wouldn't do. But it wasn’t 
like we were lovers or anything... 


We were certain that we were at least friends though. 
“Oh well, lll leave it at this, for now.” 

“O-okay...” 

“T-thank you...?” 


“Yeah, yeah, now that everything is done, we should hurry back to the classroom. 
Umi, Maki-kun, you have to supervise everyone's work, right?” 


Amami-san quickly shifted her mood, leaving the two of us in an awkward mood 
instead. 


The festival will start in three weeks, I hoped that it would come sooner though. 


Anyway, | left them and went to the staff room to return the storage room key to 
Yagisawa-sensei. 


“Here’s the key, Yagisawa-sensei.’ 


“Mm? Ah, thanks for the hard work, Maehara-kun. So, how is everything? Tell me, tell 


» 


me~ 
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While I was working hard, she was sipping her coffee carefreely like this... 

Even though I was supposed to be a hopeless loner, she dragged me into the 
spotlight by making me the representative for the committee... Seriously, what a 
horrible person... Well, the lottery part was completely on me for having such rotten 


luck, but she was the one who started the whole thing, so she shared the blame. 


“Ah, right... We might have to stay the night the day before the festival, can I get an 
application form in advance?” 


“Sure, lll give you a copy of it tomorrow.” 

“Alright... Then, excuse me...” 

“Ah, Maehara-kun, wait a second.” 

“Yes?” 

I thought we were done, but it seemed like she still had other business with me. 


“Mm yes. You look tired, but you're giving off a different air than before. How should 
I say this? You look cool.” 


“I see... Then, please excuse me.” 

“You still need to work on your friendliness though.” 

“Thanks for your input... Please excuse me, everyone is waiting for me...” 

I ignored her and left the staff room. 

What was she on about? Me? Gave off a different air? 

“Cool...” 

I took out my phone and looked at my face using the LCD screen as a mirror. 
“Cool, huh?” 


„If anything, my face looked boring rather than cool. Seriously, what was she on 
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about? 
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CHAPTER 47 
HOLD OUT YOUR HANDS 


After that, we spent the rest of our days without ever mentioning our little drama 
again because we got unbelievably busy. 


Even though they knew that we were busy with the festival preparation, the teachers 
still gave us a lot of assignments to do. Because of that we were cutting it close with 
our deadline. 


Finally, the day of the festival arrived. 
“There!” 
“Alright, it’s done!” 


Almost everyone in the class had to stay overnight working on the mosaic. Not only 
had we been busy with schoolwork, we also made several mistakes when we were 
arranging the threaded cans. On top of that, some dumbasses couldn't restrain 
themselves when messing around and crushed a portion of the cans. 


I didn’t know if it was because of divine intervention or because we were just that 
good, but we managed to finish by the deadline. 


Lastly, we tied the strings tightly on the fence of the rooftop and hung the whole 
thing down. We tried our best to follow the sketch properly, but there were some 
mistakes here and there, nothing too noticeable though. 


I hoped everything would go well... Rather, if it doesn’t, that would be really lame. 


We sacrificed enough time for this, some of us haven't even slept. If our hard work 
went unrewarded on the top of that... Ugh. 


“How is it, Yuu?” 
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After hanging the mosaic, Asanagi called Amami-san over the phone to make sure 
that our art would be visible from a distance. 


In response, she and the rest of the people who went to check, all made a gesture. 
‘OK’ 
Seeing that, all tension left my body. 


It was currently 8 am., and the school gate would open at 9 am. We were really 
cutting it close. 


“Phew... We barely made it...” 

“Yeah...” 

Both Asanagi and I tried to take turns sleeping, but in that kind of situation, there 
was no way that we would be able to sleep. Our anxiety and the pressure of the 


deadline kept us awake all night long. 


Today’s weather was a clear day in the autumn. The gentle morning sunlight 
enveloped the rooftop where I was at and stung my eyes as I turned my gaze up. 


“Maehara.” 

“What?” 

“In a few words, describe your feelings.” 

“I don’t care about the festival anymore. I just want to sleep.” 

“Same... Well, we can’t sleep just yet though...” 

Yeah... We were part of the committee, so we had our committee related work to do. 
We had to supervise our class’ project during the festival and clean everything up 
when the festival ended. 


Of course, there was also one other thing for us to do. 


“By the way, you're going to tell me everything today, right? When will you do it?” 
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“Mhm~ Well, I don’t know exactly when... Maybe around noon?” 

That means I'll be free all morning. 

After all, our class’ project was an exhibition, and our project was set up on the 
rooftop, which was off-limits to the outsiders. In other words, I wouldn't need to 


watch over it. 


This festival was bigger than what we held back in middle school, so a part of me 
wanted to look around a bit, but I had no energy left to do that... I need sleep... 


“Maehara, you look sleepy.’ 

“Ahh... yeah. I’m sure if I close my eyelids now, I'll fall asleep in a matter of seconds...” 
“Is that so?... Well, you’ve done your best, right?” 

“Yeah. I did...” 

Even I found it hard to believe that I managed to make it this far. Yeah, sure, Asanagi 
and Amami-san lent me their support, but the one who came up with ideas for the 
exhibit, attended the committee meetings, gathered the class’ opinions, gave them 
precise instructions, negotiated with related parties and so on... were mostly me. You 
could dismiss our work as, ‘it’s just gathering some cans and putting them together 
with a string’, but there were actually a lot of things to work on behind the scenes. 
I’ve never involved myself with these kinds of activities, so when I found out how 
heavy my workload was, I almost screamed in frustration. In fact, I was still amazed 
that I didn’t pass out in the middle of it. 

“ASanagi...” 

“Mm?” 

“I made it this far, huh?... A loner like me, did?...” 


“Mhm? 


Even a recluse like me, could pull off something like this when I put my mind to it. 
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Then, there’s no reason for someone of Asanagi’s caliber to be unable to do the same. 


“IfI can make a miracle like this, you should be able to as well, Asanagi. All you need 
to do is puff out your chest and stand strong. Remember the time when you brute 
forced your way through the class lottery? If you recall the feelings you had back 
then, you should be able to do this.” 


“ «1 Know... I know that, but still...” 

She looked down as she told me all her concerns. 

It hasn’t been long since we've met, but I did understand her, to an extent. This girl, 
even though she was normally brave and strong, had moments where her more 
cowardly, vulnerable side showed. 

This was why she always desperately tried to read the mood of everyone around her, 
putting them at a distance where they wouldn't needlessly hate her, but she ended 
up worrying over it a lot anyway because of her anxiety. 


That was the part of Asanagi Umi that I came to know recently. 


“Maehara, what should I do? I’m seriously freaking out right now... I’m scared... What 
if you both come to hate me if I were to tell you everything? Seriously, I’m scared...” 


Her clenched fists were trembling, but I knew that it wasn’t caused by the chilly 
autumn air. 


But still, this idiot. There was no way I would come to hate her, not after what we 
went through together. I’m sure she’s also aware of that fact, but her mind was 
clouded by her anxiety, so it was hard for her to think positively at this moment. 

I understood her feelings, though. After all, while we might live in different worlds, 
we were the same on the inside. The kind of people who got overly anxious over 
nothing, that was who we were. 


I wonder, why did it take this long for us to meet and befriend each other? 


Well, the fact that we were able to become friends as soon as we made contact kind 
of makes it even, huh? 
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“Asanagi, I have a favor to ask you, do you mind?” 

“Eh?” 

“Well, if you do mind, it’s fine, I’m just asking after all...” 
I reached out my hand to Asanagi and said, 

“Can you hold my hand?” 


“Eh? Hold... hands...?” 


It seemed like my words caught her off guard. Her eyes rapidly switched between 
her hand and mine. 


“Uh, well, you see... Your hands looked cold, so I thought I’d warm them up for you.” 
“Are you maybe trying to cheer me up? You're so cheeky.’ 

“If you don’t want to, fine. Jeez, and to think I was being nice.” 

“I-I didn’t say that I don’t want to!” 

As I was about to retract my hand, Asanagi immediately grabbed it. 

As expected, her hand felt really cold. 

“Hehe...” 

“What?” 

“Nothing... it’s just... your hand feels so warm...” 


“Well, your hands are just too cold. This is what happens when you're too nervous. 
Try to relax.” 


“Yeah, right... I have to relax...” 


Asanagi took a few deep breaths as she held my hands. 
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“Phew... I’m a little bit calmer now. Thank you, Maehara.”’ 
“I see. Then, everything should be fine from now on.” 
“Mhm?” 


Her hands already stopped trembling, so it should be time for her to let go of my 
hands. 


“Asanagi, you can let go of my hands now...” 


“M-Maehara, it’s fine to let go now.” 


a n» 
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After a few moments of silence, I felt the difference between the temperature of our 
hands. 


“You know what, Asanagi?” 
“W-what?” 
“It feels surprisingly cold here. Can I hold your hands a little longer?” 


“Y-yeah, sure... I-It’s cold after all, right? B-besides, there’s no one here other than us 


» 


two... 


After we finished making excuses, we decided to stay as we were until we eventually 
had to let go to attend a meeting. 
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CHAPTER 48 


REUNION 


The school bell rang, signaling the start of the cultural festival. 


Our school’s cultural festival was held once every other year and it was a rather big 
event. The committee made flyers and put them up at nearby stations and the 
downtown area. The famous alumni also came to give lectures and stuff. There were 
also live performances to be held here. 


This was why, even though the festival had barely even started, the school grounds 
were crowded with people, students and visitors alike. 


“Maehara, are you sure you don’t need to sleep? Yagisawa-sensei said that we can 
use the infirmary if we're sleepy.” 


“If I go to sleep now, I won't wake up until the festival ends, so no. Besides, it’s my 
shift on the patrol duty, I can’t just slack off. I might as well forget about sleeping and 
enjoy this festival to the fullest while patrolling, no?” 


All the committee members, including Asanagi and I, wore green armbands and had 
to patrol the school grounds. But, even though we were on patrol, we could still 
enjoy the festival. They allowed us to take a look at the various exhibits and 
performances and as long as we didn't eat or drink while on patrol, we were allowed 
to do it. In other words, we were pretty much free to do whatever we wanted as long 
as we behaved properly. 


“Oh, Maki-kun, Umi, over here!” 


“Mhm, I’m coming!... Right, Maehara, when you're walking with Yuu’s group, try your 
best to not be left behind by them, okay?” 


“Got it.” 


I thought I’d end up taking a look around on my own like usual, but surprisingly, I 
ended up joining Amami-san’s group. 
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Everyone looked so excited, even though they also went through a sleepless night 
like us. 


When I asked them about it, they said that they did similar things back in middle 
school, so they were pretty much used to it by now. In other words, I was the weird 
one, huh? 

“Alright! Now that Umi and Maki-kun are here, let’s take some pictures together!” 
“Pictures?... Ah, with our mosaic, I assume?” 


“Yeah! We made it together, after all! It will make a nice memory, don’t you think?” 


Come to think of it, I haven't seen the thing yet, huh? They’ve shown me pictures of 
it, but I still haven't seen it directly. I guess this would be a good time to do so. 


Anyway, Amami-san seemed to be more cheerful than usual. Was it because of the 
festive mood? Or was it because today was the promised day? 


Either way, I ended up going along with her group. Also, Asanagi told me that she 
was feeling nervous because it was also her first time seeing the fruits of our labor 
directly, but since I was also nervous, there was nothing that I could do to ease her 
nerves. 

“Jeez, that Yuu... Why is she going this far...?” 

“Huh? What do you mean, Asanagi? Something wrong with Amami-san?” 

“She is forcing herself to act like that. Just look at her.” 


“Really? She looks normal to me though. Is she really acting?” 


She was leading the group while humming a tune, clearly she looked like she was ina 
good mood. But Asanagi seemed to think otherwise. 


“She has this habit. Whenever she feels nervous she will act unnaturally cheerful to 
hide it... She rarely did this though... The last time she did this was during the 
entrance exam, I think?” 


“Ah, so she is putting on a strong face?” 


traitorAIZEN 262 | 365 


“Mhm?” 

I see, so even Amami-san could feel nervous, huh. 

Even the center of the class herself, the girl whose trademark is her angelic face, THE 
Amami-san herself is forcing herself to hide her nervousness to ease the hearts of 


people around her. Human relationships are so complex, jeez... 


It’s at times like these that I’m glad to be a loner. I don’t have to deal with that kind of 
thing and I could just sit down and relax. 


“Yuuchin, let’s go over there! We should be able to capture the whole art and all of us 
from this position!” 


“Okay! Everyone ~ Come here ~ We'll take our pictures here!” 


Once everyone decided on the location, Nitta-san, who was in charge of the camera, 
lined everyone up. 


It was the first time for me to take a group photo like this, outside of the entrance 
and graduation ceremony of course. 


“Oi, you, Representative-kun! Your position is in the center!” 
“Huh? I’m in the center?” 
“Of course you are! You're the main character today, so get in position!” 


Since I was well aware that my face wasn’t photogenic, I was planning to hide in the 
corner of the group, but Nitta-san called me out and made me take the center 
instead. 


Well, it was true that this exhibit was based on my idea, so you could call me the 
main character for today. 


“C'mon, Maki-kun, don’t be shy~ Come here~” 
“Maehara-kun, c'mon. Come quickly.’ 


The place I was assigned to was between Amami-san and Asanagi. 
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In other words, I would be sandwiched between the two cutest girls in the class. 
...| could feel it on my skin. The gazes of jealousy came from the boys’ side. 
Still, it couldn’t be helped. They told me to take the center, so I did. 


“Okay! Now, before I start taking the pictures, the main character of the day should 
wear this ~” 


“Huh?... What the hell is this? A sash??” 

They probably bought it off at a hundred-yen shop or something back when they 
were shopping for supplies. The sash looked really corny with a huge ‘Today’s Main 
Character’ written on it. 

“Ah, that looks good! Wear it, Maki-kun! I’m sure you'll look great, right, Umi?” 
“Pfft... Yeah, she’s right... It looks good on you, Maehara... pfft...” 

“Damn you.” 

Asanagi whispered that to my ear. 


Amami-san aside, I will make sure to pay Asanagi back later. 


“Okay, okay, I’m going to start taking pictures! So, who’s the main character for today 


~?” 


Cord q2”. 
. 


This guy~ 
They planned this, didn’t they? Since when? Everyone pointed toward my direction. 


Strangely, this felt exciting. I had been tense all day because of the all-nighter, but this 
did improve my mood a whole lot. 


I could see that this photo would turn out to be something that I would fondly look 
at. 


* K OX 
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After we took our photos, they released me from the main character of the day role, 
and I got to look around the festival with Amami-san and Asanagi. 


I was expecting the other classmates like Nitta-san or Seki-kun tagging along, but 
they hung out with their middle school friends instead, so we split from them as 
soon as we finished taking our photos. 

“Maehara, good work. Here’s juice for you.” 


“Thank you.” 


Since we hadn't eaten anything since this morning, we decided to take a break for a 
late breakfast. 


“Where’s Amami-san?” 


“Buying us the food. She said it’s crowded right now, so it will take a while, so just 
drink this first and wait with me.” 


I sat down on a pipe chair and took a sip of the juice that Asanagi had brought for 
me. 


She said juice, but it was carbonated, it didn’t taste like Coke though, obviously. 
“Ah, is this melon soda?” 


“Mhm. It isn’t the kind of drink I would normally drink, but I got the sudden urge to 
drink it.” 


“Same. I mean, it doesn’t even taste that good, but it has its own charm, I guess.” 


“The ones they sell in movie cinemas taste good though... Oh, by the way, Maehara, 
do you normally watch movies in cinemas?” 


“Hmm... I usually just wait for the Blu-Ray Disc to come out... Or just rent the movie | 
want to watch...’ 


I don’t mind going there, but it feels strange going there alone. 


Of course, people who went to see movies alone did exist, but they were the 
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minority. The majority of the people who went to the cinemas were either a group of 
friends or couples. Being surrounded by them made me feel awkward. 


“Ah, so you've always been going to cinemas alone huh?... Understandable.” 

“Don't assume things!... Well, you're right, though.” 

Well, if I were to go there with someone else, there’s a huge chance that I’d be so 
absorbed with the movie and go on a whole essay fanboying or complaining about 
the movie. In that case, I would just creeped up whoever I brought with me, and I’d 
rather not do that. 

“Hmm~ Well then, how about we go together next Friday?” 

“Well, if they have a good one still airing, sure, I’m down...’ 

As I was giving her my okay, I suddenly realized something. 


Next Friday? To the cinema? Just the two of us? 


Sure, we've always hung out together on Friday, but aside from that one time, we've 
never really gone outside. 


„Huh? 

Could it be, she was inviting me- 

“Asanagi, you know, isn’t that basically?...” 

“M-mhm... Umm-” 

“Sorry, Umi, Maki-kun! A lot of things happened, so I’m a little late!” 
Suddenly, Amami-san’s voice was echoing through the distance. 
Amazing timing. 

Anyway, Asanagi now had a sour look on her face. 
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“Yuu, you re late!” 
“Sorry, Umi! I got caught up in a conversation... Hey you two, this way, this way~!” 


After Amami-san shouted that, two girls wearing a school uniform different from 
ours appeared. 


Those two seemed like bona-fide rich young ladies. 


“Oh, right, let me introduce you, Maki-kun. Those two are our friends from our 
elementary-” 


“No, Yuu...” 
Asanagi sighed deeply as she turned her gaze toward the two girls. 


“They are your friends, but they aren’t mine. After all, they stopped considering me 
as their friend a long time ago.” 


“Eh?” 


When Amami-san heard Asanagi’s words, she immediately looked at the two girls’ 
faces closely. Both of their faces stiffened the moment they noticed Asanagi. 


“Asanagi...” 


“Mmm... Well, it’s a little earlier than planned, but I guess this is fine too. Maehara, 
will you listen to my story? The story about my insecurities.” 
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CHAPTER 49 
ASANAGI UMI AND AMAMI YUU (1) 


It was around seven years ago that I, Asanagi Umi met Amami Yuu. 


I was walking back home with my friends after school ended. I saw her small figure 
walking alone. 


My first impression of her was that she was really pretty. She had long golden hair 
and fair skin. 


As soon as I noticed her, I left my friends and approached her. 
“Hello.” 

rel shui amet 

The girl suddenly trembled. 

She looked like a squirrel, it was cute. 

“W-What?” 


The girl’s face looked like a doll. Her cheeks were round and plump, adding to her 
cuteness. Her clear blue eyes looked at me cautiously. 


I thought that she was a foreigner, but she actually spoke perfect Japanese. 
Well, that wasn’t important. 

“Tm Asanagi, Asanagi Umi. You?” 

“Eh? Uhm... I-I’m Yuu... Amami Yuu...” 


“Hello, Yuu-chan! What grade are you in?” 
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“Third grade... I recently moved here...” 


She was much shorter than me, so I assumed that she was younger, but we were 
actually the same age. 


Speaking of which, I remembered my friends in another class told me that someone 
was transferring in. 


So this girl was the new student? 

“Why are you walking alone? Where are your friends?” 

“I don't have any friends...” 

“No friends?” 

Even though she was this cute? I thought she would gather everyone’s attention. 
“You see, before I transferred here, everyone avoided me because my hair and eye 
colors are different from everyone... Maybe, everyone here will also treat me the 
same... I’m scared...” 


“That...” 


Yuu told me about the school she transferred from and all the terrible things she 
experienced. Just hearing it was enough to make me angry. 


Even if she looked different from everyone else, she didn’t deserve to be treated like 
that. 


Even though she was this cute. 

If only I met her earlier, I would be able to protect her. 

“Fuuh, I see. Then, why don’t we walk home together from now on?” 
“Eh?” 


She stared at me with a confused look. 
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...Why is she so surprised? She needs help, doesn’t she? Isn't it natural for me to help 
her if that’s the case? 


“Isn't it lonely, walking home alone like this? Or am I not good enough for you?” 
“N-no, that isn’t the case... B-but... are you sure?” 

“Of course! What are you hesitating for?” 

“I mean, if everyone were to see you hanging out with me, Asanagi-san will be-” 
“It’s fine~ Don’t worry about me.” 


I took her hands and wrapped it tightly with my own. She was startled, but I didn’t 
let go of her hand. 


“Even if everyone avoids me, I won't be alone!... I mean, lll have you, after all, no?” 
“.Asanagi-san!” 

“You can call me Umi, in return, I'll call you Yuu.” 

I had already made up my mind when I decided to approach her and talk to her. 

I would never let her be all alone. 

“Hey, Yuu.” 

“What is it, Umi-chan?” 

“Can you smile for me~?” 

“Ehh??... B-but, that’s embarrassing...’ 

“Please ~ Just this once ~ Do it for me, please. I want to see your cute smile!” 


“U-uu... Then, just this once, okay?” 


And so, in that empty alleyway, Yuu showed me an awkward smile. 


traitorAIZEN 270 | 365 


“Cute...” 
As soon as I saw it, I unconsciously blurted that out. 
And at the same time, I thought of something. 


Her gloomy expression didn’t suit her, she should never show that expression ever 
again. 


Instead, she should show everyone her angelic smile. 
“Then, let’s go home together, Yuu.” 
“Yes, Umi-chan.” 
“You can drop the honorifics, Yuu.” 
“Eh? T-then... Umi...’ 
“Yes, like that. You called my name correctly, good girl, good girl~” 
“Ehehe...” 
From then on, Yuu and I became friends. 
This was where it all began. 
kk 
The next day, I immediately introduced Yuu to my other friends. 


They were Nitori Sanae and Houjou Manaka. The three of us had been especially 
close since we started grade school and we usually went to school together. 


“C'mon, Yuu.” 
“B-but...” 


“Don’t worry, they are both good girls, just like me~” 
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“If Umi says so...” 

I wondered if it was a good idea to introduce her to my other friends. But I decided 

that it should be fine, and if I were to do it, the sooner the better. Currently, Yuu was 
very attached to me. If I let her act like this for a long time, she might stop trying to 


make more friends altogether and become overly dependent on me. 


I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible, but I couldn't be there all the 
time. I had my own life after all. 


That was why I decided to introduce her to my friends. The more friends she had, the 
less lonely she would be. 


“My name is Amami Yuu... I’m from class 3-1... Nice to meet you...” 
“Yes, nice to meet you too, Yuu-chan!” 
“Yuu-chan, you're so pretty! So cute!” 


Of course both Sanae and Manaka accepted her. Well, I discussed about this with 
both of them beforehand, but who cares~ 


“Good for you, Yuu ~” 
“Mm! Thank you, Umi! Thanks to you, I made more friends!” 
“Well, I didn’t do much, don’t mind it.” 


Not trying to brag, but I had a lot of friends. I hung out with Sanae and Manaka the 
most, but I also had friends in other classes as well. 


If I let her enter my circle of friends, everyone would be able to get along well and 
have fun with her and she wouldn't get lonely easily. 


And I was right about that. 
“Ehehe ~ Umi, Sana-chan, Mana-chan ~ This way, this way ~!” 


Yuu started to smile more often in front of everyone. She steadily regained the 
confidence that she'd lost, back when she was isolated in her previous school. 
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Just as I’d hoped, she was finally able to show her angelic smile freely. 


Up to that point, everything went as planned. As I stood next to her, I felt proud to 
see her growing as time went by. 


Up to that point, everything went well. 


..Up to that point... yeah... 
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CHAPTER 50 
ASANAGI UMI AND AMAMI YUU (2) 


It was in middle school that I noticed something strange in our group. 

It had been a few years since Yuu joined our group, and as I expected, she quickly 
became the center of the class with me. Rather, she became the center of the whole 
grade. 

I had confidence in my looks, but compared to Yuu, I fell short, so it was a given. 

I wasn't jealous or anything though, that didn’t bother me much. 

|” 


“Oh, its Umi~! Good morning, Umi 


“Woah-! Hey hey, why are you jumping on me like that? What are you, a dog?... Well, 
you re cute, so if you let me hug you, I'll forgive you~” 


“Ehehe ~ Thank you, Umi.” 

We were now middle schoolers, but Yuu and I were as close as ever. Unlike back 
when she was in grade school, she had stopped being shy in front of everyone. She 
was still clingy to me, though. 


Her smile was the same as always. 


I’m happy that I had a special place in her heart, but at the same time, she was a bit 
too attached to me. 


“Sanae, Manaka, good morning.” 
“Good morning, Umi-chan.” 
“Good morning.” 


My relationship with Sanae and Manaka didn’t change. They were still my friends, 


traitorAIZEN 274 | 365 


they just weren't as clingy as Yuu. Rather, this should be how a normal friendship 
looked like, Yuu was way too clingy. 


“Ah, right, Yuu, aren’t you on duty today? Have you gotten the journal from sensei 
yet?” 


“Eh?... Ah, right!” 

“Jeez... hurry up, go and get it, if you're late, sensei will be mad at you.” 

“O-okay! Everyone, I'll be back soon!” 

Yuu said as she walked out the classroom. Her blonde hair fluttered as she moved. 


She was just going to get the class’ journal, yet the sight of her running was so 
picturesque. Like a butterfly, roaming around in a field of flowers. 


Everyone was fascinated by her, even though we were all girls here. 

“Seriously, that girl... Anyway, both of you, are you guys free on weekends?” 

“Eh? Hmm ~ I’m not sure...” 

“Depends, I have to study after all. What gives?” 

“Hehe, you see...’ 

I took out a ticket from my pocket. It was a movie ticket. My mom had gotten them 
for free from her acquaintance and gave them to me so that I could go with my 


friends. 


“I have four tickets with me, so why don’t we go together? After we finish watching 
the movie, we can hang out somewhere.’ 


Since we entered middle school, the four of us had been hanging out less and less. 
Both Sanae and Manaka were busy with their studies, and even when we made plans 
to hang out, oftentimes, one of them didn’t make it, and in some cases, both of them 
didn't. 


This happened so often that I grew tired of even trying, but I still asked them out, 
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nonetheless. 


I knew we wouldn't stop being friends even if we didn’t hang out for a while, but I 
wanted to have a good time with my homies once in a while, you know? 


Also, I was the leader of our group of friends, it was my duty to keep everyone 
together. 


“Uhm ~ Let’s see ~ My schedule for weekends... Ah...” 

“I don’t think I can make it this weekend.” 

“Eh? What are you guys up to? Cram school?” 

I knew it. Oh well. 

“Mhm. The usual~” 

“I have cram school and other things to do.” 

“I see... Well, it can’t be helped.” 

Yuu and | were both from a normal family, but Sanae and Manaka were from rich 
households. Unlike mine or Yuu’s family, their families were really strict on them, 
especially regarding their education. 

“Tm sorry, Umi-chan. Even though you went out your way to invite me...” 

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Like I said, it can’t be helped.” 

Į patted them on their shoulders as they made apologetic looks. 

The tickets would be wasted, but it was okay. Friendship came first, after all. 
“What about next Sunday? I’m free by that time. What about you, Manaka?” 


“Mm. I can ask my parents to let me have a break for a bit.” 


See? At least everything wouldn't be a complete waste. In the end, we were able to 
make plans for next weekend. 
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“Thanks for waiting, everyone! I got the journal~” 

“Well, we shouldn't talk about it here... Pll wait for you guys in the usual spot, okay?” 
..It would be lonely, but I didn’t want the tickets to go to waste, so I decided to go see 
the movie by myself. I could have invited Yuu to go with me, but I didn’t want the 
other two to feel left out. Besides, watching a movie by myself wasn’t a bad idea, I 


could concentrate on it better. 


So, on Saturday, I went to the theater by myself without telling Yuu about it. I went 
out feeling strangely excited, but everything suddenly took a turn for the worse. 


I was on my way to the cinema. It was located in the downtown area, about two or 
three train stops away from the place where I usually hung out with my group. 


“Uhm... the cinema, where is it~?” 


I was walking while looking at the map on my phone. I suddenly heard familiar 
voices. 


“Yuu-chan, c'mon! Let’s go over there next!” 

“Ah, you two, wait for me!...” 

At that moment, I felt my chest tightened. 

The voices I heard were the voices of my three friends. 
Sanae, Manaka and Yuu. 


I turned my head toward the direction of their voices, and sure enough, there they 
were. 


Yuu aside, didn’t those two tell me that they were busy? Why are they here? 
By reflex, I immediately hid in the shadows as I watched them. 
“What’s wrong Yuu-chan? Your face doesn’t look too good. You aren't having fun?” 


“Eh? No, I’m having fun. This kind of place is new to me, so everything feels exciting... 
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But, Umi isn’t here...” 


“A-ah I see... Well, it can’t be helped. I invited her to come, but she said she has 
something to do today.’ 


“Mhm. I also asked her, and she answered today is no good.” 


Wrong. Weren't they the ones who said that they were busy? Why were they telling 
Yuu lies like that?... Why were they singling me out like this? 


As soon as that thought appeared in my mind, I could feel a wave of nausea hit me. 
They lied to me. They left me out and hung out with Yuu in faraway places so that I 
wouldn't find out. 

I wanted to confront them. I wanted to know... Why did they lie to me? Why were 
they leaving me out? Weren't we friends? Did they think that I was cocky because I 
was the leader of our group? 

“Ugh...” 

But, my feet refused to move. 


At the last second, I realized something. 


If I were to confront them right now, our friendship would be destroyed. If I were to 
vent my anger at them, our relationship would never be the same. 


“1 have to pretend that I didn’t see them here...” 


I whispered that to myself. I was sad and angry about what happened, but I only 
need to put up with it, a small price to protect our friendship. 


That way, Yuu’s angelic smile wouldn't be tainted by sadness. 
Yuu didn’t need to know about this. 
I ran back home without doing anything so that the three of them wouldn't find me 


there. I tore up the tickets, which were wet for some reason and threw them into a 
trash can at a nearby convenience store. 
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Since then, I kept pretending to not know anything and our relationship didn’t 
change because of it. It hurt me, but I could bear it. 


That was what I thought in the beginning. Eventually, I couldn't stand it anymore. I 
found out that they only lied to me once, but the shock of being lied to by the people I 
genuinely trusted left a bigger hole in my heart than I expected. 


Winter of the third year of middle school. I was supposed to continue at the same 


high school with them, but I told my parents about my situation and decided to 
transfer to a different high school. 
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CHAPTER 51 
CONFLICTING FEELINGS 


“This all happened before I entered high school.” 


Asanagi took a deep breath. She really had prepared herself to tell us this story. The 
way she spoke was so easy to understand that even I, who had nothing to do with 
her back when she was in middle school, could empathize with her easily. 


.. The younger Asanagi was still Asanagi, huh? 


Anyway, I escorted Nitori-san and Houjou-san away before she started telling us her 
story, so they weren't here currently. 


If they were here, I didn’t know what Amami-san would do to them. 


“T-that’s... So, when you said your parents didn’t have enough money to pay for your 
tuition and you had to go to a different school...’ 


“That was a lie, I’m sorry. I just wanted to run away from everyone. I didn’t think I 
could handle it if that situation were to go on any longer... Because of that, you went 
as far as following me here, I’m sorry...’ 


“No need to be sorry! Umi is my best friend! Sure, Sanae-chan and Manaka-chan are 
also my friends, but you're irreplaceable to me! Sure, in exchange for that, my 
parents got really mad at me and I had to study hard for my exam, but it’s all worth 
it! A life without you, I don’t think I can handle that, Umi!” 


I could understand her feelings. 


Asanagi was the first person who reached out to her. If Asanagi turned a blind eye to 
her back then, who knows what would’ve happened. 


“Yuu, you said that I’m your best friend, right?” 


“Eh? M-mhm...’ 
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“.. That was the source of the problem... Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to hear that 
from you, but that was the reason why everything turned out like this...” 


“Eh?” 


“Actually, I did confront those two. Back at the graduation ceremony, I asked them, 
‘Why did you two lie to her at that time?” 


That explained why their faces stiffened up when they saw Asanagi. 


“They told me, ‘If it weren’t for you, she would smile at us more often,, ‘Even when 
you weren't there, all she was thinking about was you, we were her friends too, it 
isn’t fair!’ And even after I decided to leave you, you still thought about me and 
abandoned them...” 


I could understand that. 

When I saw Amami-san for the first time, no, when I saw her smiling face for the first 
time, I thought to myself, ‘A girl this cute does exist, huh?’ I’m sure everyone in the 
class also thought the same. 


For better or worse, Amami-san was just that charming. 


Since those two girls had been hanging around her for years, it would be normal for 
them to feel jealous toward Asanagi. 


“As you Started to blend into our group of friends, I felt more and more left out 
because everyone would only look at you. The girls who used talked to me often 
started to ignore me and only talked to you...” 


The friends that she loved and cared about, were starting to be taken away by 
Amami-san before she noticed. Just thinking about it made me wince. 


And this girl had put up with it for years. 
“But, in the end, everything was my fault, no? I was the one who introduced you to 
my friends. I was the one who told you to smile. There’s no way I could tell you to go 


back to your gloomy self just to make me feel better... I couldn't do it...” 


Amami-san did nothing wrong. She was just doing her best to live and have fun. And 
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like Asanagi said, in the end, she brought this upon herself. 


If at that time she didn’t reach out to Amami-san, she wouldn't lose her friends, but if 
she were to do that, then what would happen to Amami-san? 


..Everything was a mess. 

Neither of them did anything wrong. Things just turned out horribly wrong. 
“Then, the reason why you didn’t tell Amami-san about our relationship is...” 
“Mhm. I didn’t want her to take you away from me...” 

By keeping Amami-san and I away from each other, she tried to minimize the 
possibility of that happening. In addition, I couldn't care less about getting more 


friends, so my circumstances were perfect for Asanagi. 


I, who wanted to stay away from the rest of the class, and Asanagi, who didn’t want 
to experience that pain again. 


We managed to keep our relationship a secret for a while, but of course we simply 
couldn't hide it from Amami-san. 


You could say that we were too careless about keeping it a secret from her, but she 
was bound to find out eventually. 


“Hey, Yuu.” 

“What is it?” 

“Do you like me?” 

“Of course I do! You’ve always been my best friend ever since I first met you!” 


“Me too. I love you so much... But at the same time, I hate you... I’m sorry, I must 
sound really selfish now...” 


She loved her, but at the same time she hated her. 
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The two conflicting feelings existed at the same time in her heart. 

Seriously... 

Why were human emotions so difficult to understand? 

“sorry, I think I need some time to calm down.” 

“Umi, wait-” 

“It’s fine, Yuu. I’m not going to run away. I just need to be alone for a while, okay?” 
After saying that, she walked away and blended into the crowd. 


I had a vague idea on where she went. The whole school was crowded, so if someone 
needed to be alone, there was only one suitable place. 


“I'm going outside for a bit, Amami-san. I have a lot to talk about with her, after all.” 
“Maki-kun...” 


She told Amami-san to not follow her, not me. So she can’t say anything if I were to 
follow her. 


She'll probably call me an idiot again, but who cares. 


“Please, Maki-kun... The only friend that can help her is you... I think she needs you 
more than anyone right now...’ 


“Roger. Don't worry, I'll bring that dumbass back real quick, okay?” 
After receiving Amami-san’s blessing, I chased after Asanagi. 


I understood Asanagi’s feelings. As promised, Asanagi had laid bare her feelings to 
me. 


All I needed to do was to give her my response properly. 


traitorAIZEN 283 | 365 


CHAPTER 52 
WHAT TO DO? 


As I had guessed, Asanagi was on the roof. 


Originally, the rooftop was locked. But since Asanagi was part of the committee, they 
entrusted her with the key in case something happened. 


“Yo ie 
ieee (ons 


I called Asanagi, who was holding onto the fence while staring listlessly at the 
distance. 


“What are you up to? That expression doesn’t suit you, you know?” 

“Shut up, you idiot. I told you to leave me alone. Are your ears just decorations?” 
“You told Amami-san, not me. Also, a little advice, next time you want to be alone up 
here, lock the door. Leaving it unlocked like this, it couldn't be helped that I got the 
wrong idea and thought that you might need some comforting from me.” 

“I hate you. Dumbass.” 

“Yes, yes. Here’s a tissue, wipe your face, you're a mess right now.” 


a oy 
ann 


Without saying another word, she snatched the tissue from me and blew her nose 
with it. 


Unlike the usual Asanagi, this one was like a crybaby. Actually, maybe this was her 
real self? 


“Asanagi.” 
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“As expected, you're amazing. I mean it. You’ve been bottling up those feelings deep 
inside your heart, and you still managed to stay sane.” 


Neither I nor Amami-san were aware of this until now. 


She had been feeling a sense of distrust toward her friends because they lied to her, 
feeling frustrated because the friends she cared about stopped talking to her. She 
had to keep her loneliness in check and on top of that, the reason why this happened 
was because of her best friend, Amami Yuu, who was better than her in every way. 


If she had a slightly weaker mentality, she would probably have broken down at 
some point. 


“You did your best, Asanagi. I’m proud of you.” 


«a 


. Yes... I did my very best. Praise me more.” 
“Right. Good girl.” 
I pat her head. Our position was pretty much reversed from last time. 


“Ahh... I said everything to her, didn’t I? Nonsense like I both love her and hate her... 
But why am I still feeling so shitty? I said all those horrible things to her to make me 
feel better but it didn’t even work. I’m the worst...” 


“Do you hate yourself?” 


“Of course. I made her experience everything that I went through, you know? I lied to 
her, I kept our relationship a secret and kept hanging out with you behind her back... 
Seriously, why do you guys even bother trying to help someone like me? You guys are 
nuts.” 


On top of that, she didn’t lie once or twice, but multiple times during the course of a 
few months. You could say what she did to Amami-san was worse than what she 
previously experienced. 


But, it was partially my fault that this happened. I told her to keep everything a 
secret from everyone in class, including Amami-san. I basically created a perfect 
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situation for her. 

Well, it was no use crying over spilt milk. 
“Hey, Asanagi.” 

“Mm?” 

“What are you going to do from now on?” 
“What do you mean?” 


“I mean your relationship with Amami-san, are you going to make up, or are you 


going to distance yourself?” 
Words, once spoken, cannot be taken back. 


That was why she had to decide on her future plans. Her future with Amami-san, and 
while we were at it, our future. 


“I'll ask you instead, what are you going to do?” 


“I’m the one who is asking... Ah, whatever, I'll answer you...” 


“GO on...” 


“T think it’s better for us to distance ourselves.” 


“What?” 
“Me and you, we should distance ourselves.” 
I’ve been thinking about this ever since Amami-san found out about our relationship. 


Both Asanagi and I had a habit of overthinking things. Sure, we could proceed as 
usual and pretend that this whole mess didn’t happen, but we would be ridden with 
guilt every time we hung out with each other and because of that, I doubt that our 
time together would be as enjoyable. 


We could add Amami-san to our group, but that wouldn't help either. We would just 


traitorAIZEN 286 | 365 


be repeating what happened to Asanagi back when she was in middle school. If we 
were to proceed anyway, those two would surely be overly considerate toward each 
other and everything would turn awkward. 


That was why, the best thing to do would be to reset our relationship. Pretend that 
me and Asanagi weren't friends to begin with and make her focus on making up with 
Amami-san. After everything was done, we could always return to where we were 


before. 


“It’s going to be fine. I’m not saying that we'll stop being friends, we're just gonna 
hang out less for a while.” 


“But, Maehara...” 

“We're in the same class, so we can see each other every day. We can still exchange 
texts like usual. Also, we don’t need to hide behind everyone's back anymore in 
school, we could just tell them that we knew each other through the committee-” 
“Maehara!” 

Asanagi shook my shoulders. Thanks to that, I came to my senses. 

“Maehara, calm down. I'll listen to you properly, okay? Just calm down for a bit.” 
“Ah...” 

I said everything was for Asanagi, but in the end I only thought about myself, huh? 
Seriously, what the hell was I doing, forcing my opinion on her like that while 
disregarding her feelings? 

I lost sight of my original goal, what a joke. 

“sorry, I got carried away...” 

“No, I’m the one who should apologize. I was so busy thinking about myself, I didn’t 


even consider your feelings. You must be confused, huh? Dealing with this kind of 
unfamiliar situation?” 
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Right. This was the first time I’ve ever had a friend and the first time I’ve had to deal 
with a relationship problem. 


I was trying to solve this kind of problem even though I was a loner. Man, I got too 


cocky. 


“Maehara, hold my hands. Take a deep breath.” 


I did as she told me and took a couple deep breaths. 

This also happened earlier this morning, except our positions were now reversed. 
“How is it? Have you calmed down yet? Look at my fingers, can you count them?” 
“Three... I’m not drunk, you idiot.” 


“Haha, you look better now. Do you want me to hold your hand a little longer, just to 
make sure that you're alright?” 


ULE sie. 
In the end, Asanagi had to comfort me. 


After I acted like a total showoff in front of Amami-san, this happened. Seriously, 
what the heck am I doing? 


“Maehara, can I ask you something?” 

“What is it?” 

“Tell me honestly. If I stop hanging out with you, will you miss me?” 
reli) som 


I decided to answer her honestly. I mean, even if I tried to lie, she will see through it 
anyway. 


“Of course I will...’ 
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Even though I tried to act tough, that wouldn't change how I really felt. 


I had always thought that being alone suited me better. I thought that dealing with 
people was a major pain in the ass and nothing good would come of it. 


But I was wrong. I just didn’t know how comfortable it felt to be with someone I 
cared about. I started to long for the warmth of another. 


Of course, dealing with people was still a pain, but I enjoyed the time I’ve spent with 
this girl. With her by my side, I was able to laugh my troubles away. 


I said that our friendship wouldn't be broken even when we were apart. While it was 
true, I would still feel lonely without her. 


“Maehara.” 

“What is it?” 

“Our relationship... Do you want us to continue it?” 

“I do... But at the same time, I want you and Amami-san to make up...” 


“Ahaha, you're so greedy. If you were to tell Yuu the same thing you just told me, she 
would be mad at you, you know?” 


“I-I know it sounds greedy. That’s why I told you we should distance ourselves for 
the time being.” 


“Right. I’ve been lying to Yuu for a long time now. If we don't settle this matter 
quickly, we won't be able to move on.” 


Wishing that Amami-san would forgive us for everything that we had done to her 
while continuing on with our relationship; there was no way that we could do that. 


We had to consider Amami-san’s feelings as well. 
“Regardless, I understand your feelings. Thank you for being honest with me.” 


“You're welcome... So, have you decided?” 
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“Mm... Well, I’m not really sure about it, but this should be the best course of action 
for all three of us.” 


She seemed to have made up her mind. Her gloomy face was replaced with one 
brimming with confidence. 


“Alright. Then, let’s go back to Amami-san.” 
“Mm.” 
We hurried back to Amami-san, who had been waiting for us to return. 


We went there, hand in hand until the last second. Amami-san didn’t even notice 
what we've been doing. 
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CHAPTER 53 
DIFFERENT THAN NORMAL 


The cultural festival ended a few days ago. Since then, the temperature had dropped 
significantly. Mornings became noticeably colder. 


Just a few days ago, the weather was warm enough for us to wear light clothes, but 
that isn’t the case anymore. The weather forecast had been showing us the first signs 
of winter and according to them, the temperature would drop even further as the 
days passed. 


“Hey, Maki, the AC stopped working. What should we do?” 
“seriously?” 


It was early in the morning after I washed my face and entered the living room. 
There, my mom greeted me, wrapped in a blanket like a caterpillar. 


“What about the heater? Isn't it in your closet, mom?” 
“Ah, I tried turning it on last night, but apparently that one is broken too.” 
“Eh?” 


What perfect timing. Of course things broke down when we needed it the most, it 
was the law of nature at this point. 


Sometimes, I wondered why these things happened, but I realized that such 
questions were pointless. 


In the end, my mother and I decided to send the AC away to be repaired later. I went 
to the school quickly afterwards. No point in loitering around the house when I could 
just do that at school where it would be way warmer. The AC at school should be 
perfectly functional. 


“Maki, here’s your money.” 
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“Thank you...’ 

Since it was Friday, she gave me money for dinner as usual. 
“Huh, three thousand yen?” 

She gave me an extra thousand for some reason. 


“Hm? Aren't you going to bring Umi-chan home again today? You'll need at least that 
much, no?” 


“That's not something a parent should say- Whatever, two thousand is enough.” 
“No. Both of you eat a lot, right? Two thousand isn’t enough.” 

“aI still don’t need it, she won't be coming today.” 

“Huh? Did something happen? Did you two break up?” 


“..What?... No, we didn’t. We aren't fighting either, we're still talking with each other 
normally.” 


“Then, why?” 

“Circumstances...” 

“You sound so cheeky.’ 

“Pm going.” 

I hurriedly left out the door. 

As cheeky as it would sound, this was the decision of both Asanagi and I. 


So, I had to do my part and follow through with it properly. 


* kK OX 


» 
! 


“Oh, good morning, Maehara-kun 
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“Eh? G-good morning, sensei.” 


I tried to quietly walk past the school gate as usual, but suddenly the teacher in 
charge of greeting the student called me by my name. 


I was surprised because my name was called so suddenly, but considering what 
happened back at the festival, of course the teacher would remember my name and 
face. 


“Yo, ‘Main Character’. You’re earlier than usual today.” 


“It was too cold at home... Wait, stop calling me that. I was about to forget about it, 
but you just had to bring it up, huh?” 


As I was about to enter the classroom, Seki-kun approached me. Apparently he had 
to practice this early in the morning. 


“By the way, Maehara. Do you have the pictures we took the other day? Nitta gave 
them to me, but I accidentally deleted them.” 


“Ah, yeah I do... Here you go.” 


I pulled out my phone and sent him the pictures that he was looking for. We 
exchanged contacts when we were cleaning up after the festival. 


One of the images I sent was taken on the morning of the festival, the one with the 
mosaic in the background. 


This one was fine, but the other picture I sent was a problem. 
“Haha Maehara, you look so tense in this one, it’s funny.” 
“Give me a break, it was my first time going through all that...” 


It was a picture of me wearing the ‘Main Character’ sash while receiving a certificate 
and a commemorative gift. 


The result of the festival was, our exhibit took first place, beating out other classes’ 
projects. The art itself was good, but the main reason why we got as many votes as 
we got was because of a certain manga publisher. I previously sent them an email to 
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notify them of our project and to our surprise, they went out of their way to share it 
over their official social media account. It was a pleasant surprise for all of us 


Though because of that, the rest of the class pushed me to the stage as the 
representative and made me receive our awards and stuff while wearing that goofy 
sash. 


„Seriously, I wanted to bury myself in a hole somewhere. 


However, ever since I embarrassed myself out in the open like that, the environment 
inside the class had begun to change. 


“Oh, Good morning, Maki-kun! The weather is getting colder, huh?” 

“Good morning, Mr. Representative.” 

“Good morning, Amami-san, Nitta-san. Also, stop calling me that.” 

“Eh, don’t sweat the small stuff~” 

Since that day, my image as the ‘gloomy loner’ was gone and my classmates started 
trying to communicate with me actively. Compared to the unpleasant time back then 
when we were doing the lottery, I could say I prefer this kind of environment more. 


“Huh? Where’s Asanagi? She didn’t come with you guys?” 


“She overslept this morning, so I went ahead. She should be here soon though... Ah, 
there she is! Hey, Umi~!” 


I turned around and saw Asanagi running toward us. 

“Haah... I made it in time... How much time is left?” 

“Five minutes before class started, still quite some time left.” 
“Well, whatever, the important thing is that I made it in time.” 


She showed us a smug smile for some reason. Her uniform and the likes looked 
messy though, a clear sign that she was rushing to come here. 
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“Good morning, Asanagi.” 

“Good morning, Maehara.” 

As usual, Asanagi and I greeted each other. Since we were paired up as the class 
representative for the committee, we decided to stop acting like a total stranger to 
each other. 

Well, we still kept our friendship a secret from everyone except Amami-san though. 
“Jeez, Umi, you got bed hair...” 

“Eh? Really? I tidied up before I left my house though?” 

“Maybe because you ran here, the wind messed up your hair, right, Maki-kun?” 
“Mhm... It does seem messy.” 

Amami-san walked up to her and touched her disorderly bangs. Having to take care 
of your hair like this seemed like a pain in the ass. Thankfully my hair was short 
enough so that I didn’t need to go through this hurdle. 

“TI fix your hair, I got some hair conditioner with me. Ninacchi, help me.’ 

“Roger~ Let’s go back to our seats then~” 

“Wait, you two...” 

The three girls went to their seats while I walked toward mine. 

“Good morning, Maehara-kun.” 

“Good morning, Ooyama-kun.” 

A lot of things happened during the festival but Ooyama-kun still treated me like 
usual. He wasn’t trying to ignore me or anything, rather this was how our 
relationship worked, we maintained a proper distance from each other. It was Seki- 


kun and the others who were too touchy-feely with me for some reason. 


Anyway, some things changed and some things stayed the same. 
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I became a member of the committee for about a month. While I had my share of 
hardships and I ended up embarrassing myself publicly, I could say that overall, 
everything ended on a positive note. 


Except for one thing. I had to spend my weekends without Asanagi. 
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CHAPTER 54 
ALONE IN THE WEEKEND 


Going back in time, when both me and Asanagi returned to Amami-san’s side. 
“Umi, are you sure this is alright?” 
“Mhm. I think it’s the best option for all of us.” 


In the end, Asanagi decided that both of us should refrain from hanging out for a 
while. 


As soon as Asanagi apologized, Amami-san said that she would let bygones be 
bygones. She said that she wasn’t mad anymore and she wouldn't mind if Asanagi 
were to continue to hang out with me during the weekend. 


However, Asanagi didn’t back down. 


“Umi, you don’t have to beat yourself up over this, okay? I’m the one at fault this 
time, I hurt you because I’m an idiot.” 


“No, Yuu, you aren't an idiot. I’m the idiotic one. I acted tough and hid everything 
from everyone, thinking that I did everything for you. But that was just an excuse. In 
the end, I did that because I couldn't trust you. And I called myself your best friend, 
what a joke...” 


If only she confronted her two friends when she first found out that they lied to her, 
or immediately talked about it with Amami-san, maybe the four of them could have 
discussed everything properly. 


Human relationship was like metal, once it was twisted, even if you tried to repair it, 
it would never be able to return to its original state. 


Just like with her two friends, Asanagi and Amami-san’s relationship would never 
return to how it was previously. 
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Sure those two cases were different, but from my observation, I didn’t think that this 
was out of the realm of possibility. 


“Maki-kun, are you okay with that? Umi is someone who will keep her word. If she 
says she won't hang out with you for a while, she really won't hang out with you...” 


“Right... Well, I know how stubborn she could be.” 


We hadn't set a definite time frame, but considering her personality, it would take a 
while before we could hang out normally again. 


Of course I would feel lonely. After all, we’ve been having a good time together all 
this time. 


“Knowing that, you'll still follow through with this?” 
“Yeah, I have to respect her decision, after all.” 

“al see...” 

After confirming our resolutions, Amami-san continued. 
“seriously... Both of you are idiots!” 


True. I mean, she went out her way to forgive us and yet here we were, asking her to 
not let us off easily. 


“Tm sorry, Yuu. You see, I feel like I can’t move on from this if I don’t do at least this 
much... I don’t want us to be ‘best friends’ only on paper... I want us to be real ‘best 
friends’, Yuu...” 


» 


“Umi... 


Unlike Amami-san, somewhere in Asanagi’s heart, she probably couldn't bring 
herself to trust Amami-san. That was why she didn’t consult Amami-san about her 
problem with Nitori-san and Houjou-san. 


“Hey, Yuu...” 


“What is it?” 
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“I’m a stubborn, petty, idiotic person with an ugly inferiority complex... There were 
even times when I was looking down on you... Despite that, are you still willing to be 
friends with me?” 


Asanagi had been reflecting and tried to change herself. She was trying to become a 
true ‘best friend’ to Amami-san this time by exposing her uglier side to her. 


“Friends?... Not best friends?” 


“Mhm. I think it’s better if we were to start over. Starting as friends... Wouldn't it be 
strange if we start over as best friends? I mean, how would that make sense?” 


That was why she decided to stop hanging out with me for a while. Instead of trying 
to fix their relationship, she decided to start everything over instead. 


“Umi, are you serious?” 
“Yes, I am.” 


Asanagi answered her without looking away. Seeing her resolution, Amami-san let 
out a sigh. 


“Fine. If that’s what you want. From now on, let’s be friends for real, Umi.” 
“Thank you, Yuu. Thank you for listening to my selfishness.” 


“Mhm. You can be as selfish as you want with me from now on. I'll just have to be 
selfish with you as well, right~?” 


The two of them faced each other and grabbed each other’s hands tightly. 
They said that they were going to start over and whatnot, but looking at how they 
were doing right now, it wouldn't be long before their relationship returned to 


normal. Hell, there was a big chance that they would become even better friends. 


After all, both of them still cared about each other deeply. 


Anyway, the three of us agreed to spend our weekends separately. 
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“Hey, Umi, where should we go today? We can go wherever you want to go!” 


“Well, I haven't gone to the arcade in a while. Let’s go there, there’s a game I want to 
play.” 


Apparently they were going to go to the arcade today. It seemed like Amami-san had 
turned down her other friends’ invitation to hang out so she could go with Asanagi 
instead. 

“Huh? That’s unusual... What kind of game do you want to play?” 

“A game to increase my stock of tokens.” 


“Huh? Increase your tokens?” 


Amami-san tilted her head in confusion. Yeah, Asanagi decided to show her uglier 
self to Amami-san, but showing off gambling addiction was simply overkill. 


[Maehara: Asanagi...| 
[Asanagi: I know, I know.| 
[Amami: Huh? What is it? What are you guys talking about?] 


[Maehara: Amami-san, please, you're my only hope. If this dumbass goes out of 
control later, please take her tokens away. | 


[Amami: Huh? Uhm, I don’t understand, but sure. If things get dangerous Pll do that. | 


[Asanagi: You two, what are you on about? I know my limits, I won't go out of 
control.] 


[Maehara: Said every addict ever. ] 
[Amami: Huh? I don’t understand, seriously, what are you guys talking about??| 


By the way, Amami-san joined our group chat and we used this whenever we needed 
to communicate. 


Of course, we could still chat in private, but I found myself using this group chat 
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more often, lately. 

[Maehara: Then, I'll be going home first. | 

[Amami: Sure. Bye bye, Maki-kun.| 

[Asanagi: Bye. ] 

After sending that, I went home alone as usual. 

It was the first time in a long while that I was alone on Friday. 
ok 

“.5-SO cold... Ugh... the heating devices are all dead...” 


My mom had called the repairman, but they wouldn't come until tomorrow, so I had 
to endure the cold tonight. 


ĮI prepared a warm cup of coffee and grabbed a blanket from my room. If I were to 
wear my sweatshirt and curl myself up in a blanket, I would be able to endure the 
cold for a while. 


“Brr... Fuu...” 


I wrapped myself in the blanket before sipping the coffee. I would be fine like this for 
a while. 


Like always, I ordered dinner, but unlike usual, I decided to order myself some soup. 
“Hello, this is Maehara.” 

{Ah, hello~ The usual, I assume?} 

“Yes. Also, add corn soup to my order, please.” 


{Thank you very much for your patronage. Ah, we're a little short staffed today, so it'll 
take a little longer for us to deliver your order, I’m sorry for the inconvenience.} 


“Ah, it’s fine, please take your time.” 
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{Thank you for the understanding. Then, we'll send the usual delivery lady for you~} 
Done. All I needed to do now was wait. 

“Alright, for now I should...’ 

I thought for a moment about what I should do and decided to play a game like usual. 
I hadn't played online in a while since I had been playing against Asanagi. She was so 
persistent, she just refused to leave me alone. 

“Whoops, I slipped... Ah... Damn...” 

Perhaps it was because I stopped playing online for a while, but I felt really rusty. 
Well, I had been spending the last three months bullying Asanagi, this was bound to 
happen, I guess. 

“.1 should stop playing.” 

Normally, I would've played to the point where I'd lost track of time, but this time, I 
turned off the game after I went on a losing streak. I went back to my room to get a 


manga. 


This one was my favorite. Normally, I would be reading this over and over whenever 
ld have the time, but this time... 


“Mmm... It just doesn’t feel the same...” 

I got bored after reading the first few pages. 

I tried to do other things as well, but the result was the same. I got bored and 
stopped soon after I started. In the end, I laid down on the couch while listening to 


music. 


I had been doing the things I used to do to entertain myself, but I couldn't find myself 
enjoying them right now. 


Of course, I knew why. 


“It just isn’t the same without her...” 
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I thought I would be able to enjoy myself even if she wasn’t around. After all, she 
messed with me and tried to pester me over every little thing, but now that she isn’t 
here... 

Her frustrated face when I beat her black and blue in the game... Her face when she 
laughed at those lame B-movies... Her stubbornness over her opinion about her 
favorite character... 

For the past few months, she had always been by my side at this time of the week. 
The pretty and cool Asanagi Umi. Though whenever she was with me, she turned 
into a lame, timid, uncute and spoiled girl. But despite that, her smile was cute and 
she was my friend. 

Friday without her just didn't feel the same. 


But still, this was what we decided. 


She was trying her best to fix her relationship with Amami-san. She was trying to be 
a friend that Amami-san could trust. 


That was why I’m fine with this situation. Besides, this situation wouldn’t last 
forever. 


One day, everything would go back to normal again. 

It wouldn't take long. 

As I was thinking of that, the bell rang. 

“Ah! My food is here, now where did I put the money again?” 
Anyway, I should fill my stomach first. 

“Yes, yes, I'll open the door-” 

{Heya, Maki-kun~} 

“Huh? Amami-san?” 


It wasn't the delivery lady who came, but Amami-san, who was supposed to be at the 
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arcade. 
“What’s wrong? Do you need something?” 


{Yes, I got a delivery for you, Maki-kun... Jeez, don’t be shy and come forward already, 
Maki-kun is here!} 


{W-wait, Yuu! I understand, don’t pull me over like that!} 

“Huh? That voice...” 

Amami-san pulled her while showing off her angelic smile like usual. 
{H-hello, I’m from Pizza Rocket} 

“You aren't cut out for this, Asanagi...” 

{S-shut up, you idiot! I hate you!} 


She turned her face away as she said that. I was a hundred percent sure that it was 
my imagination, but her face looked cuter than usual when she did that. 
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CHAPTER 55 
BY OURSELVES (1) 


I thought I’d have to spend the day by myself, but I guess that won't be the case 
anymore. I told them to enter the house. 


Of course I notified my mom about them coming. 


She replied, ‘Good luck’. I didn’t know what she meant by that and I refused to ask 
her. 


“Welcome... Well, come on in...” 
“Mm... S-sorry to bother you.” 


Asanagi was the only one who entered the house. Amami-san quickly left after she 
dropped her off here. 


“Woah, it’s cold! Maehara, why aren't you turning the heater on? Are you secretly a 
masochist?” 


“What the hell are you on about? The heater’s broken, we're getting it repaired. It 
won't be fixed until tomorrow, so just bear with it.” 


“Wouldn't it be hard for you? The weather report said that it would get even colder.’ 


“Well, I'll manage. I just need to put on more clothes. I’m a very patient person, you 
know? This much is nothing.” 


“said the one who called me out of loneliness the other day.” 
Bringing that up was unfair. 
“Well, forget about the temperature for now. What do you want for dinner?” 


“Shrimp, crab and cream seafood set. Oh also, clam chowder.” 
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“Okay.” 

She ordered a lot of food. I wasn’t sure why mom gave me an extra thousand yen this 
morning, but I guess I had to thank her. But, did she predict that this would happen? 
No way, right? 

Anyway, I called another restaurant to order her food. 

“Drink? Coffee like usual?” 

“Yes... But I want more milk and sugar in it.” 

“That would make it a lot sweeter than usual, are you sure?” 

“Mhm. I’m in the mood for something sweet.’ 


“Got it. Guess everyone gets into that kind of mood once in a while” 


I quickly prepared two cups for us. From my perspective, they seemed more like cafe 
au lait than coffee. 


“Here it is.” 
“Thank you... Woah, it’s sweet. Too sweet...” 
“That’s what you wanted, I just followed your order.’ 


“Right. I imagined it would be this sweet. You’re amazing. Compliments to the 
barista.” 


“You're welcome.” 

We sat down on the couch and drank our coffee- no, our cafe au lait, together. 

I made it myself, but this drink was way too sweet. It wasn’t bad to drink this once in 
a while, but if I were to have this every day, my caloric intake would probably be 


through the roof. This thing was like Coke, you should only enjoy it once a week. 


“aSo, let me hear your story.” 
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“..There’s nothing much to talk about... We were about to go to the arcade, but Yuu 
said she wanted to go somewhere else...” 


“And so she forced you to go with her.” 
“..5-something like that...” 

“Hmm...” 

“W-what is it? I’m not lying, you know?” 


If you weren't lying, why were you looking so flustered? Well, whatever. 


Being able to talk to her like this made me happy. I’m not going to sweat over small 
things like that. 


“Well, whatever. Wanna play a round?” 


“Sure. I mean, even though I didn’t want to come, I’m already here. Might as well, 
right?” 


I picked up the thrown away controller and sat down to play with her as usual. 
“Ah, right, Asanagi.” 


“What? Just so you know, I haven't been slacking off. I'll raise my win rate by ten 
percent today!” 


“Isn't it cold? Here, take this.” 
I wrapped the blanket I’ve been using over her body. 


She was wearing her scarf, but she was still wearing her school uniform, in other 
words, short skirt and thigh high socks. I could see her shivering a little. 


“Thank you... but, aren’t you cold?” 
“Tm wearing a lot of clothes, so I’m fine. See? I’m wearing two pairs of socks.” 


“Wow, that’s lame...” 
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“Oi.” 

“Kidding. Then, I won't hold myself back.” 

She accepted the blanket and wrapped herself up in it. 

Her appearance was so cute, I immediately laughed at her after seeing her like that. 
“W-what is it? You’re the one who told me to wear this.” 

“Haha, sorry, sorry. You look so great right now. Can I take a picture?” 

“What do you think?” 

“sorry, I got carried away.” 


Despite all that, she didn’t tear the blanket away. After that, we decided to start 
playing. 


Of course it was the usual PvP mode. 


“..Maehara, aren't you getting better? I’ve been training in secret, and thought I had a 
chance...” 


“Well, I’ve been playing against the world rankers until just now.” 


This might sound unconvincing coming from the guy who rage quit after getting into 
a lose streak, but I felt that I played way better than before. 


As expected, playing a game felt better when you enjoyed it. 


I enjoyed beating her in the game while losing a few times against her for the sake of 
it. And seeing her expression throughout the game, I realized... 


...Playing with her was so fun. Even though it was so cold, I failed to notice it because 
I was having such a great time with her. 


“Ugh... Stop, stop! What the hell is this? Why do I keep losing? I'll never play this 
game ever again, damn it!” 
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“Yes, yes. We'll continue next week.” 

“You... Next time I'll make you cry... Prepare yourself...” 

“Ah.” 

That was when both of us realized. 

There wouldn't be a next week. Rather, her being here today was a miracle in itself. 
“M-Maehara... Sorry... T-that was...” 

“R-Right... Me too, sorry... It completely slipped my mind...” 

Thanks to Amami-san’s meddling, we almost forgot about our original goal. 

We decided to not hang out for a while and we should’ve stuck with that decision. 


At this moment, the intercom rang again. Apparently it was the delivery guy. Perfect 
timing. 


“Let’s eat.” 
“M-mhm. Sure...” 


It had been a while since we last ate at the same dinner table. As usual, we quickly 
devoured our food. 


a oy 
ann 


a oy 
ann 


As we both ate, we kept stealing glances at each other for some reason and 
occasionally, our gazes met. 


“W-what?” 
“N-no, nothing.” 
Our gazes would meet, then we immediately turned away, then we tried to look at 
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each other again before turning away again. We tried to talk about pointless things 
like usual, but our conversations would end abruptly everytime and in the end, we 
ate in silence. 


Even though there was a lot that I wanted to talk about with her, why couldn't I say 
anything? 


“Now that we're full, why don’t we watch a movie?” 
“S-sure...” 


There were still a few hours before Asanagi had to return home, but how could we 
spend our time together after this? 
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CHAPTER 56 
BY OURSELVES (2) 


After cleaning up, Asanagi and I went back to the couch and decided to watch a 
movie. 


In our apartment building, we were required to sign up for an internet connection as 
soon as we moved in. As a result, we were able to watch exclusive channels including 
plenty of movies. 

“Which one do you want to watch, Asanagi?” 

“Whatever you want to watch, Maehara.” 

“There it is, the ‘it’s up to you’ answer... What about this one?” 

When I was looking at the TV timetable, I noticed there was a special program titled 
‘(Special Program) 12 hours of crocodile movies!’ There was a list of movies ranging 
from masterpieces that even I recognized to obscure B-movies. 


I love exclusive channels because sometimes they have these kinds of events. 


“Hmm... That seems fine, let’s watch that. After the shark movie, it’s croc movies now, 
it’s perfect.” 


“I know right?” 


It seemed that she was interested in it, good to know. Now we had something to talk 
about at least. 


“Achoo!” 
Just as I was about to change the channel, I suddenly sneezed. 


I hadn't noticed, but it seemed like the temperature had dropped some more. 
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“Maehara? You're sneezing, are you okay?” 

“Mm? Ah, yeah, I’m fine. My nose was itchy.’ 

“It isn’t okay... If you feel cold, then tell me...” 

“I-I was alright until a few minutes ago, you know? It’s nothing, don’t worry.’ 
“Seriously, you're such a pain in the ass...” 

Asanagi then unwrapped the blanket and beckoned me to come over. 

“Come here, quickly.’ 

“Huh?” 


“Don’t give me that confused look! Y-You are feeling cold, aren’t you? Then come here, 
hurry up!” 


“You want us to share the blanket?” 

“D-don't say that out loud, idiot!” 

I guess she wasn’t trying to tease me, huh? 

“O-okay sure... Excuse m- Achoo!” 

“Oh jeez, hurry up! Both of us will catch a cold at this rate, you slowpoke!” 
I decided to obey her for the time being. 

“Excuse me.” 

“Mm, make yourself at home~” 


As soon as I sat down next to her, Asanagi pulled herself closer to me. We huddled 
inside the blanket together. 


“U-um, what about we share my scarf too. Let me wrap it around you, turn your face 
over here, please.” 
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“Eh... Are you sure?” 
“Don't even try to argue, just do it quickly!” 
“Sure.” 


I did as she told and she wrapped her scarf around my neck. Now I was wrapped in 
both a blanket and a scarf, with Asanagi right next to me. 


“There, now I only need to wrap the other half on my neck...” 
“Asanagi, are you actually going to do this?” 


After wrapping the scarf around my neck, Asanagi started wrapping it around hers 
too. 


Now our necks were both wrapped with the scarf and our shoulders were touching 
each other’s. 


“T-there it is... Doesn't it feel warmer?” 

“Yeah sure... But don’t you think it’s embarrassing?” 

Seriously, this was embarrassing as heck. 

“S-shut up, deal with it. Also, aren't we going to watch a movie?” 
“M-mhm... Then...’ 


I turned my attention to the screen, but of course I couldn't concentrate on it in this 
kind of situation. 


I felt cold a while ago, but now my face was getting warmer and warmer as my 
embarrassment started to build. I could feel my whole body sweating too. 


This wasn’t the first time that the both of us were this close, but I couldn’t stop my 
heart from pounding wildly. 


I could smell her sweet fragrance since we were so close. Even though we had just 
finished eating, how could she still smell this good? 
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This made me self-conscious about my smell. I ate a lot of garlic just now, did I smell 
like garlic? 


“What are you doing, Maehara?” 

“Ah, no. I’m just wondering if I smell or not.” 

“Ah, glad you noticed. Seriously you smell like sh*t.” 
“Eh? R-really?” 

“Nope.” 

This f*cker. 

“Ow ow! Hey, stop pinching me!” 

“Shut up, idiot.” 


Seriously... She noticed that I was nervous, didn’t she? Of course she would take the 
chance to tease me. 


“Ouchie... Sorry, sorry. But seriously, don’t worry about it, you don't smell.” 
“Really?” 

“Mhm. Rather, I’m worried about myself. Do I smell?” 

“Don't worry about that, you don’t smell. Rather, you smell good, I feel blessed.” 
“Huh?” 

“Ah.” 

Crap, I misspoke... 


Saying it that way made me sound like a pervert... 
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“I-I meant, I don’t care! Your smell isn’t important, right? Rather, let’s just focus on 
the movie, the movie!!” 


“Hehe...” 
“W-why are you laughing?” 


“Mm~ It’s fine, you’re just being honest. You don’t need to make random excuses like 
that.” 


I thought she was going to tease me again, but it seemed like she was serious about 
this. 


Knowing her, even if I were to pinch her cheek to make her forget about everything, 
she wouldn't budge. 


“That’s new. You aren't trying to tease me?” 


“No way. I mean, I’m probably used to your scent already... Do you remember the 
time when I slept here?” 


“Ah, that time...” 


At that time, she slept in my bed twice. Once when she accidentally fell asleep and 
once when she slept over. 


Even though my bedding was clean at that time, my smell should linger around 
there. Now I felt bad about it. 


“I see...” 

“Mhm... Also, you aren't the only one who gets nervous at times like this, you know?” 
Then Asanagi moved closer to me. 

I could feel her warmth through her clothes. 

It made me feel even more nervous, but at the same time I wanted to stay like this. 


The movie was entering the scene where the man-eating crocodile was fighting with 
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the crocodile hunter, but both of us were focused on each other’s faces rather than 
the TV screen. 


“Hey, Maehara...’ 

“What is it?” 

“Can I call you Maki?” 

“If that’s what you want, Umi...” 

“Huh?” 

Umi’s face instantly turned red. 

“Huh, what’s wrong, Umi?” 

“Ora!” 

“Ow! What are you doing?!” 

“Maki, you're getting too cocky.” 

“What? Still, you don’t need to hit me... You’re being unreasonable!” 
“Hehe... Yeah, I’m unreasonable, got a problem with that?” 


She was all pouty just a moment ago and now she embraced me in her arms. 
Seriously, her mood swings were insane. 


From being happy to being angry, smiling giddily and getting embarrassed. Her 
expressions changed a lot in the past few hours. 


Though I had to admit that this was what made her cute. 
“You know, Umi...” 

“Mm?” 

“Tm going to say this once, so listen carefully.” 
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“Eh? Mhm. What is it?” 
“Umi, you know... you can’t see your own face right now, but...” 
“Mhm?” 


“Your face right now... Your smile is really cute... Even Amami-san’s can’t match 
that...” 


ayy 
! 


She thought that she couldn’t compare to Amami-san in terms of looks, but that 
simply wasn’t true. 


The real Asanagi Umi’s charm wouldn't lose to Amami-san’s. 
... wasn't the only one who thought this. Of that, I was certain. 


“That's why, be more confident. You should smile more at school too. I’m sure 
everyone will look at you more if you do that.” 


“Hey, Maki.” 

“W-what is it?” 

When she heard my words, her smile turned to a wry one. 
“Maki, do you actually love me?” 

“Ugh...” 


I used to make excuses to myself that I liked her as friends, but I guess I couldn’t run 
away from my feelings anymore. 


This was the first time I’ve felt this way, so I wasn’t entirely sure. But my feelings for 
her were different from the fondness one would feel toward a friend. 


In the beginning, we were just friends who hung out every so often, but as we hung 
out more and more, I got to know more about her and she eventually became a 
bigger part of my life. 
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I cherished this girl in front of me. And I wasn’t completely sure that my feelings 
toward her were appropriate for friends or best friends to have. 


Still, I really didn’t want to tell her about this... 
“N-not really... Seriously, what the hell are you on about?” 


“No, no, no. No way that’s the case. I mean, really? ‘Your smiling face is really cute... 
Even Amami-san’s face can’t match that’, what else it is if it isn’t an indirect 
confession?” 


“What do you mean?! That’s just a normal compliment!” 


“Liar~ Come on, be honest with me~ Look at my face and say ‘I love you’. C’mon~ Or 
do you want to kiss my cheek too? Go ahead~” 


“Jeez! Stop that! Seriously, I’m not happy right now!” 

“Boo... Even though I’m ready for you. You’re such a tsundere~” 

“Stop poking my cheeks!” 

After this, Umi continued to tease me until it was time for her to go back home. 
The movie was playing, but we had no idea what it was about. 


In the end, this Friday went on like every other Friday. 
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CHAPTER 57 
SEE YOU NEXT WEEK 


“Ah~ Teasing Maki was fun~ I didn't realize that the time passed so quickly~ Huh? 
Maki, what’s wrong? Why do you look so tired?” 


“Gee, I wonder why...” 

After that mess started, Umi continued pestering me using the fact that we were 
sharing the blanket together. Whenever I tried to get out of the blanket, she would 
kindly remind me that it was freezing cold. In the end, I couldn't escape from her 


teasing. 


... Though, now that I thought about it, I could’ve just borrowed mom’s blanket, 
couldn't I? Why did I even agree to share a blanket with this girl? 


I even said dumb things like how her smile looked better than Amami-san.... Just kill 
me already. 


I could feel my face getting hotter as I remembered all the dumb things I said. 


“Ah~ Seriously, what are we even doing? We’ve made up our minds to not hang out 
for a while, but look at what we are doing...’ 


“Seriously... We’re hopeless...” 


Perhaps this was why Amami-san brought Umi here forcefully. Well, she did say that 
she didn't want us to stop hanging out. I guess I could understand why she did it. 


Still, we really couldn’t underestimate her, huh? Her timing was amazing. Was it a 
coincidence? Or was it calculated? Or maybe both? Who knows... 


“Sorry, Maki, I got carried away.’ 


“It’s fine, I’m used to your antics... Besides, I was feeling lonely anyway, this much 
rowdiness feels like bliss to me.” 
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Regarding our promise with Amami-san, we decided to discuss it with her again 
later. We were thinking about calling the whole deal off. 


Today made me realize that our time together was important for both of us. 
Of course we would try to make it up to Amami-san in other ways. I was thinking of 


letting Amami-san decide on what that would be... And yeah, I was prepared for 
whatever she'll have in store. 


“You're all set, let’s get going.” 
“Kay.” 

The two of us left the house together. I made an excuse about wanting to go to the 
convenience store to walk her home, but I really just wanted to spend a little more 
time with her. 


The moment we stepped outside, the cold air hit our faces hard. 


Even though it was only November, the temperature felt as cold as the middle of the 
winter. 


“Brr it’s so cold! I need to start wearing tights...” 
“Are you okay? Here, I got a hand warmer.” 
“Thank you-... Maki, you...” 

“What?” 


“No, never mind. No matter what I tell you, you'll insist that everything is about 
functionality...” 


She started complaining after seeing my clothes. 


I was wearing a puffy black jacket and dark jeans. Also, I wore another pair of pants 
underneath it to protect myself better from the cold. 
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“Seriously, even though there’s barely any people around, you're still walking with a 
girl, so put more effort into dressing yourself. Also your presence is thin enough 
already, if you’re wearing this kind of clothing in the middle of the night like this, a 
car might hit you if you’re unlucky.’ 

“Ugh...” 

She even brought up functionality in her argument, it was hard to argue against her. 
“It can’t be that bad, right?... I mean, whenever I go shopping for clothes, only plain 
colors like navy blue, black or gray suit me. Everything else didn’t fit me, they only 
made me look weird.” 

“Well, your face is a lost cause so screw that, but you should change your hairstyle. 
Cut those bangs away and then try out the clothes again, you'll notice a difference. 
Maybe...” 


“Sorry for having such an ugly face.” 


“At least your face is gentler than you used to look. It shouldn't be hard for you to 
change your atmosphere, don’t worry.” 


That’s what she said. I guess I'll try to believe her. 

“Got it. Then, tell me more about it next week, okay?” 

“Yeah, next week.” 

Next week. At the usual time, in the usual place, just the two of us. 


After making that promise, we slowly walked down the road to the Asanagi’s 
Residence in silence. 


“Mm?” 


We were walking along the edge of the empty street. At one point, we started holding 
each others’ hands for no particular reason. 


traitorAIZEN 321 | 365 


As the temperature got colder, I pulled her hand and stuffed it inside my coat pocket. 
Thanks to that, our bodies were closer. 

“Ugh... How frustrating, this lame jacket is really warm...’ 

“See? It’s warm and I could stuff a hand warmer in. The functionality is great.” 
“Mm... Well, Pll give you that for now.’ 

“Thank you. Anyway, doing this kind of thing in public feels embarrassing...” 

“Tell me about it...” 


If someone from our class saw us, things would get really messy. But even if they did, 
I wouldn't invalidate our relationship anymore. 


I had no intention to hide from them anymore. 

I wanted to act casually with her at school too. 

...Well, save from calling her by her first name, it still feels embarrassing to do that. 
“This is far enough, I'll go alone from here.” 

When we reached the railway, she slowly put her hand out of my pocket. 

“You sure? I don’t mind taking you all the way to your house, you know?” 


“If you do that, my mom will catch you. She’d been nagging me to bring you home 
and if she were to see you now, she'll force you to stay over.’ 


“Okay, I understand...” 
I could see Sora-san doing that. 
But still, even if she personally gave the okay for me to stay over and stuff, there 


were still other Asanagis in the house. Umi’s father, Daichi, and brother, Riku, were 
all there and I’ve never met them before. It would be awkward if I were to intrude. 
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“Then, I'd better get going.” 
“Mm. See you at school.” 
“Bye.” 


I waved at her lightly as I watched her walking away. 


Her footsteps were light. Right now, she wasn't the honor student Asanagi Umi, but a 
normal high school girl you could find anywhere. 


“Ah, I’m sorry, Maki! I forgot something!” 
Just as I was about to leave, she came running back to me. 


What did she forget? I made sure that she didn’t leave anything back at home before 
I locked the door. 


“What’s up? If you left something at my house, I can deliver it tomorrow.’ 
“Ah, sorry, it’s not that. Give me your ear for a second.” 

“Huh? Sure??” 

“Then...” 

At that moment, the sound of the train crossing the railway echoed. 


Then Umi whispered something in my ear. 


“Eh?” 
“Then, bye bye for real this time~ Take your time, okay?” 
My cheeks reddened as she immediately ran away from me. 


The vibrations and the sound of the train passing by shook my body, but I couldn’t 
move from where I was standing, even after Umi was out of sight. 
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“Take my time my ass... That’s just unfair...” 


I noticed her feelings a while back, but I still got nervous when I actually heard it 
from her. 


Thank you for always prioritizing me... I love you... 


I don’t think Pll be able to sleep tonight... 
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CHAPTER 58 
IN EXCHANGE OF THAT ‘AGREEMENT?’ 


Weekends were supposed to feel relaxing. 


Weekends were the days when you could get your well-earned rest after a gruesome 
work or school week. It was the time we always looked forward to. 


It wasn't supposed to be like this. Sure, there were weekends when you would brood 
over trouble at work or something, but this... I wasted the whole weekend brooding 
over this... 


I love you... 


The words that Umi whispered to me when we parted last time. A lot of things 
happened during that day. This and that led to that moment. 


“Ah, jeez, Umi... What’s with that timing?... Because of that I can’t spend my weekend 
in peace...” 


Those words convinced me that our feelings were mutual. After all, the timing, the 
atmosphere, the gesture she made, she didn’t seem to be teasing me. 


“That was a confession, right?... I’m not deluding myself, right?... She did say ‘I love 
you’ to me, right?” 


I mulled over it again and again, trying to convince myself that it was indeed a 
confession. 


I was ninety-nine percent sure that it was a genuine confession. That meant if I were 
to accept it, from now on we wouldn't just be friends anymore, but something more. 


If that’s really the case... Yeah, of course I’m happy. The girl that I love told me to my 
face that she actually loves me, f*ck yes, I’m happy about this. 


“But how should I reply?” 
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I’m happy, but what should I do now? 


She told me that she loved me, but I hadn’t given her a response. It’s Monday now, 
and we haven't called or texted each other since that night. 


.. It’s embarrassing, you know? 


Even though it shouldn't be that hard to reply. Type ‘I love you too’ send it, and that’s 
it. 


But I can’t do it. 
“Morning, Maki. I have a meeting today, so I'll be leaving first... Huh, what’s wrong?” 
“Nothing, really...” 


“You sure? You've been like this for a few days now. I’ve been refraining from asking 
you, but... Did something happen with Umi-chan?” 


a oy 
ann 


So mom had been watching me. I’ve spent my weekend brooding over Umi’s 
confession. I didn’t notice it at all. 


“It’s nothing.” 


“Hmm~ Well, if you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. Anyway, if you’re gonna bring 
her home on Friday like usual, make sure to tell me. I'll give you extra money.” 


“Got it, mom. Have a good day.” 
“Tm off?’ 


After seeing her off, I started my morning routine. I didn’t get much sleep because of 
the confession thing, so I looked like a mess right now. 


The dark circles under my eyes seemed more pronounced than usual. I don’t want 
Umi to worry about me over this. 


I’ve had rough Monday mornings like this before, but today was special. I didn’t lose 
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sleep because I stayed up gaming, but because of a confession from a girl. 
I still couldn't believe that it happened. 
“still, a girl falling in love with someone like me...” 


I looked at my reflection on the reflective surface of the kettle. I looked really gloomy 
and my eyes looked like that of a dead fish. 


Umi might be the only one who would love someone like me. 


That’s why I must not let her go. Umi might not realize it, but she is better than 
Amami Yuu in every way. 


The only one who knew that was me, but it wouldn't take long for others to realize as 
well. And chances are, that someone would be better than I am. 


I would easily lose to that person. 

I currently hold the advantage, so I must strike while the iron is still hot. 
That cute smile of hers, I don’t want it to be directed toward someone else. 
“Mhm. I’ve decided.” 

I made up my mind after brooding over it a little more. 

I’m going to tell her how I feel today. 

The sooner I do this, the better. 


As I sipped my coffee, the doorbell rang, announcing the arrival of a visitor, a rare 
occurrence in our household. 


{Ehehe, good morning, Maki-kun!} 
{... G-good morning, Maki.} 


Through the screen, I saw the same faces I saw last Friday. 


traitorAIZEN 327 | 365 


Amami-san with her angelic smile and Umi with her awkward expression. 
I let them enter the house. 

“Tm sorry for barging in so suddenly, Maki-kun!” 

“It’s fine, I’ve done my morning preparations... Anyway, what’s up?” 
“Mm... Well, I heard everything from Umi.” 

“Ah, I see.” 

I thought that might be the case. So Umi decided to tell Amami-san everything. 
Also, if my eyes aren't deceiving me, I saw dark circles under Umi's eyes. 
...Was she also brooding over her confession over the weekend? 

Seriously, why are we both like this? 

“Okay, that’s that, but why are you two here so early in the morning?” 


“Mm, well I want you two to do something for me. You know, in exchange for our 
‘agreement 


“Like, right now?” 

“Yes! llI tell you the details later though~” 
Here it comes. 

“Alright, fine...” 


“Maki!” 


I accepted Amami-san’s words without thinking any further, but Umi gave me an 
uneasy look. 


“Are you sure you re gonna accept this? Yuu hasn't told you anything about what 
she’s going to ask you though.” 
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“Well, yeah. I mean, I’m kinda scared, but you gotta do what you gotta do, right?” 
Besides, this is Amami-san, she wouldn't go out of her way to harm me. 

...Well, her request might be a little bit troublesome, but that’s it. 

“Um... Also, Umi...” 

“Mm?” 


Amami-san is in front of us right now, but who cares. If I don’t do it now, I might be 
too embarrassed to do it later. I should do it while I can. 


“Im going to tell you now... I feel the same way as you...’ 

“Ah... M-mhm... got it...” 

Her face turned red as she quickly turned her face away from me. 

She muttered ‘idiot’ when she did, but it sounded like music to my ears. 
“Hehehe... Well, that’s what he said, Umi. What are you gonna do?” 

“Ah... Uhm... F-fine. If Maki said he’s gonna do it, then I’m gonna do it too.” 
“Then, it’s decided!” 

I’ve made up my mind already so I’m currently ready for anything. 


Amami-san’s evil-looking smile worried me a little though. 
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CHAPTER 59 
LOVER’S HOLD 


I was ready for anything. 


Whatever it took to make amends with Amami-san and more than anything, I didn’t 
want to lose the precious time I had with Umi. 


But... 


a oy 
ann 


a oy 
ann 


After we left the house, we could only walk in silence. 

This was so embarrassing... 

“Maki, your hand is sweaty...’ 

“Y-yours too...” 

“S-so what? It’s my first time doing something like this, okay?” 


We were walking to school together while holding hands, with our fingers 
intertwined. The so-called ‘Lover’s Hold’. 


‘..What are they doing this early in the morning?’ 


‘They are... freshmen? The girl looks cute, but the boy is a bit... Is this a punishment 
game?’ 


There were a lot of people from our school on the road during this time, so I could 


hear words being thrown at us. Nine out of ten people were hurling remarks filled 
with jealousy at me. 
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Normally, I would probably snap at them, but this time there was something more 
important than those guys. 


Amami-san’s ‘request’, I have to focus on finishing it properly. 

“Umi, where’s Amami-san?” 

“Ten meters behind us... Hiding behind that pole... She’s laughing at us...” 
“At least she’s having fun, I guess...” 


In exchange for breaking our previous agreement, Amami-san, in all her mercy, gave 
us a condition. 


From the moment we left my home until we entered the classroom, we had to walk 
hand in hand like lovers. 


That was all. Once we entered the classroom, we were free to do whatever we 
wanted. We didn’t need to announce our relationship to the whole class. 


Then again, entering the classroom hand in hand like that should give people enough 
hints that we were close, we didn’t need to elaborate, people will come to that 
conclusion on their own. 


“Still, I can’t believe that someone started a rumor of me dating Amami-san... I was 
so ready to be confronted by the guys after the festival ended, especially Seki-kun.” 


“Ah, right. Nina and a few others asked me about it too. But since that rumor was 
baseless, I managed to brush them off easily.’ 


The rumor came out of nowhere and no one knew who started it. Apparently it had 
been circulating in the class during and after the preparations for the festival. I only 
found out about it by chance because | barely had any friends. 


Thinking back though, anyone could easily make up those kinds of rumors if they 
were to consider my circumstances at that time. I was friends with Amami-san, I 
knew her phone number, and during the festival preparation, we were together 
often. It was no wonder that some people misunderstood. 


But they were slightly off. Amami-san wasn’t the one I was close with, it was the girl 
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right next to her. 


Sure, Amami-san was attractive, even more so than Umi. But to me, she was nothing 
more than ‘a friend of a friend’. 


Apparently Umi told Amami-san about the rumors and to prove them wrong, she 
planned this whole ‘holding hands like lovers thing’. 


So far, this method seemed to be effective, save from the embarrassment me and Umi 
had to deal with. 


Although I couldn’t see them among the crowd, I was sure that some of our 
classmates were watching us. I casually glanced toward Amami-san and before I 


knew it, Nitta-san was there, walking side by side with Amami-san. 


Amami-san was trying to stop her from taking pictures, but since she was the gossip- 
loving Nitta-san, that wouldn't stop her from spreading rumors about us. 


“That Nina... Hehe... PII make her regret this...” 

“Go easy on her, okay?” 

I managed to calm Umi, who had been muttering something dangerous ever since 
she noticed Nitta-san. After that, we passed through the school gate and went 
straight to the classroom. 


It goes without saying how everything went after that. 


Everyone inside the classroom immediately dropped what they were currently doing 
and sent us curious gazes. 


“T-then, see you.” 
“M-mhm...” 


We let go of each other’s hands and went to our respective seats and pretended like 
nothing happened. Of course, our classmates wouldn't let us off easily like that. 


‘Eh? What? Really?’ 
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‘They were on the committee together, so it’s possible, but, really?’ 
‘Hey, why don’t you ask one of them?’ 
‘No way. Asanagi is scary, you know?’ 


The other subject of the conversation, Umi was happily chatting with Amami-san, 
who came a bit later than us while giving Nitta-san an iron claw. (T/N: The wrestling 
move) 


“Okay~ I know that everyone is sick of Monday already, but that won't stop me from 
starting the class, okay~?... Huh? What’s wrong? Why is everyone so quiet?” 


“There’s nothing wrong, sensei, you can start the class.” 
“ASanagi-san? Are you on duty today?” 

“No, but we want the class to start earlier today, right?” 
“But, you guys are acting strange...” 

“Oh? Are we now?” 

“Eek!” 

Yeah, you shouldn't try to reason with her right now, sensei. 
“A-abh. S-sorry... L-let’s start the class now!” 

After Umi's persuasion, sensei immediately started the class. 
“Uh, Maehara-kun?” 

“Sorry. I'll leave everything to your imagination, Ooyama-kun.” 


Anyway, during the class, Umi acted really cutely. I could see her ears were bright red 
for the entire period. 


My decision on claiming her for myself before anyone could find out how cute she 
was, was a correct one, | think. 
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CHAPTER 60 
FROM NOW ON (1) 


Ever since then, we never entered the class while doing the lover’s hold again. But 
our action at that time left quite the impact. 


After acting as the representative for the committee during the cultural festival, my 
classmates gradually recognized my presence, but I was still pretty much a nobody. 
Compared to Umi, who was the center of the class along with Amami-san, I was 


nothing. 


That was why none of my classmates expected that I would barge into the class 
while acting lovey dovey with Umi. 


After that though, everything was hectic. Both Umi and I had to deal with people 
inquiring about our relationship throughout the week. People kept asking me how I 
managed to win Umi over, who was notorious for rejecting other people’s confession. 
This and that happened and our relationship was finally exposed. People were 
surprised that our relationship was more intimate than they expected. Both Umi and 


I had to deal with the embarrassment for an entire week. 


However, things weren't all bad. We managed to fulfill our real goal, which was 
erasing the awkwardness between Amami-san and Umi. 


“Umi~! Let’s go back home together!” 

“Oof!... Yuu! Don’t surprise me like that!” 

“Ehehe~ Sorry~!” 

“Jeez, if you're sorry, apologize properly, seriously...” 


I glanced toward Umi's seat, to find both her and Amami-san messing around like 
usual. They looked a lot closer than before. 
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Amami-san’s angelic smile and Umi, who received that smile with her own. 


Thinking back, there should be a lot of ways for us to fulfill our real goal, but none of 
those would have immediate effect like this. 


Well, whatever. Everything ended well, we fulfilled our goal and I could see the 
tension between those two had disappeared, I couldn't ask for more. 


“So, Umi, what are you going to do today? Doing something back at your home like 
usual~?” 


“Eh? A-abh...” 


Today was Friday, the first Friday after the whole mess that started at the beginning 
of the week. 


‘I love you... ’ 
It was also the first Friday since Umi confessed her feelings to me. 
And of course, as we previously promised, we were going to hang out today too. 


“Right... I used to say that as an excuse, huh?... Well, sorry, Yuu, I can’t go with you 
today, I have a prior engagement with another friend of mine.” 


“Another friend?... Then, how about introducing this friend of yours to me? I want to 
hang out with them too.” 


“Ah, sorry. He isn’t the most sociable person around, so he'll probably get nervous if 
you re there. Besides, we promised to hang out by ourselves. Sorry, Yuu.” 


“I see. That’s too bad.” 

Said Amami-san while sending a glance and a wink in my direction. 
“Sorry, Yuu. I'll make it up to you tomorrow or the day after.” 

“It’s okay, don’t worry about it. Have a good time~” 


“Iwill” 
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Umi left Amami-san’s side and made her way toward me. The classroom was still 
filled with people and everyone was looking in our direction. 


“sorry to keep you waiting, Maehara.’ 

“Doing it like this... You sure you're okay with this, Asanagi?” 
“Mhm... I mean, we're friends, no? Isn’t this normal for friends?” 
“Well, yeah, I guess...” 


Well, we didn't need to hide our relationship anymore, so might as well show it off, 
huh? 


“Then, let’s go.” 

“Mhm!” 

Agh! Why is it Maehara and not me?!’ 

‘..50, miracles do exist... ’ 

‘I wonder what they're going to do after this~?’ 

‘Ninacchi, stop. C’mon, just leave them alone and play with me instead.’ 
‘Eh~ But I want to know what those two are up to!’ 


Umi and I quickly walked out of the classroom, leaving everyone behind. We then 
hurried to my house. 


“Hey, Asanagi.” 

“Mm?” 

“Your hand looks lonely.’ 
“Idiot.” 


She said that, but she didn’t let go of my hand until we were about to enter my house. 
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But that’s a story for another time... 


* kK OX 


After that, things were like usual. We ordered pizza from the usual restaurant with 
chicken, fries and onion rings as side dishes along with a bottle of coke. 


“Good work, Umi.” 
“Yeah, I’m so tired, I feel like dying. I should skip school next week.’ 
“I feel you. You know, maybe it’s about time for me to use my secret technique.” 


“Secret technique?” 


(rcs yy 


The art of feigning illness. 
We said that at the same time. 


“Haha... Well, I don’t know if I could do it though. Back when my mom found out | 
caught a cold, she scolded me pretty badly.’ 


“Well, in my case, I don’t think it’s worth the effort trying to catch a cold for this...” 
“Right?” 


We toasted while telling each other our silly stories before gulping the coke down 
our throats. 


Later when we became adults, this coke would probably be replaced by beer and we 
would miss this sweet taste. But that was in the far future. We could still savor this 
taste for a while longer. 

“90, Umi.” 

“Mm?” 


“About the thing from last week...” 


“A-ahbh... T-that... Y-yeah...” 
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I brought the topic up as I was cutting up the large pizza. 


We did confirm each others’ feelings, but neither of us actually talked about what we 
would do from here on. 


Umi said that it would be fine to take it slow, but as expected, I needed a clear 
answer. Are we friends or lovers, which is it? 


“Umi, your confession last week... The way you did it, wasn’t it a bit unfair?” 
“Uhh...” 
Umi stiffened as she dropped the fries she was holding. 


“Ah, I’m not complaining or anything, but I felt that way when you did it back then. 
I’m just wondering what you were feeling back then?” 


“Ah... Uhm...’ 

I watched her silently as she slowly regained her composure. 

“Um... You see, I was feeling a bit weird at that time and I did it without thinking... 
Well, I love you, Maki... Back when we were playing at the arcade, the whole thing 


with Yuu... Maki, you always prioritized me, thank you, I love you...” 


Understandable. Things were a mess last week. Amami-san found out about our 
relationship, then the whole thing about not hanging out with each other for a while. 


“Well anyway, I did something stupid, really, confessing to you like that... I spent the 
whole weekend writhing in my bed because | can’t get it off my mind... Seriously, I’m 


so stupid...” 


“And when you tried to call me, you chickened out as soon as you saw my name in 
your contact list?” 


“Haha, yeah. I tried to call you to make some kind of excuse, but I chickened out right 
before I hit that call button.” 


Then she told Amami-san all about it and it led us to the whole lover’s hold incident. 
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“Hey, Maki, can I ask you something?” 
“Mhm?” 


“Maki... Do you want to go out with me?” 


“Do you want us to be lovers?” 
“Maybe...” 


lve been thinking about my feelings over the past week and through that, I’ve come 
to a conclusion. 


My relationship with Umi started as friends, but at some point, I started thinking of 
her as a member of the opposite gender. Sometimes the things that she did made my 
heart beat faster and the desire to keep her for myself rose within me. 

Perhaps, Umi felt the same way? 

“You know... I’m a little scared...” 

“Huh?” 

The conversation went in a direction I didn’t expect. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Sorry for being such a troublesome woman...’ 

“Well, you don’t need to hold back, okay?” 


“Thanks.” 


I knew that Asanagi Umi was a troublesome woman, she didn’t need to spell it out 
for me. 
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CHAPTER 61 
FROM NOW ON (2) 


We cleaned up the remaining food before continuing our conversation. 
“Alright, let’s continue...” 

“Mim...” 

After taking a quick gulp of her coke, Umi opened her mouth to speak. 


“Umm... To start. I confessed to you impulsively, but I didn’t regret it. After all, my 
feelings for you are genuine.” 


“Then, is it safe for me to assume that you want to go out with me?” 


“Mmm. Our tastes in food are similar... If I were to ignore your appearance, you re 
fun to hang out with.” 


“oi? 


“Haha. Well, as long as you dress up a little, you don’t need to worry about your 
appearance, really. “ 


“Is that so?” 

“Yep. Believe me, I fell for you, didn’t I?” 

“Alright...” 

Mhm, as expected, she loved me. 

Rather, her feelings seemed to be stronger than mine. 


But she still felt uneasy about going out with me for some reason. 
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“I might be overthinking things... You see... I got scared that if I were to go out with 
you then I'd end up like before... Even though I’m supposed to trust you, I can’t help 
but think that some girl would take you away from me...” 

Who would even do that? I refrained from interjecting and let her continue. 


I guess the trauma of being deceived by her friends was still there. 


Even if her friends apologized to her, I doubt that the scar in her heart would 
disappear. 


“In other words, you're afraid of me betraying you... That’s why you're so hesitant, 
am I right?” 


“Yeah, something like that... I know that I have to deal with that feeling someday, or 
else I wouldn't be able to move on, but... I just don’t know what to do...” 


Umi laughed weakly. 


This girl had rejected countless confessions, but when it came to her own confession, 
she became like this. 


It was supposed to be a simple matter. If you like the person, you'd just go out with 
them. If you don't, then you don't. It’s that simple. But unfortunately, it wasn’t that 
simple of a matter for either of us. 

“Well, that’s it. My honest feeling. Like I said, I’m a troublesome woman...’ 

“True.” 


“Muu...” 


“Don't pout. It’s true that you’re troublesome, but I know what I’m getting myself 
into. I fell in love with this troublesome Umi after all.” 


“Idiot...” 
I understood her worries. 


If she was feeling uneasy about dating me, then all I needed to do was to get rid of 
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that feeling for her. 

It shouldn't be difficult. 

I could hold her hands, and tell her pretty words to ease her mind. 
“Umi, um... Your hand...” 

“Eh? A-ahh... Okay...” 

I gently grasped Umi’s hand and she responded by grasping mine back. 
This was our routine, our way to comfort each other. 

Except this time, I wanted to go a step further than this. 

“Also... close your eyes...’ 

“Eh?... Why?” 


“Do you want me to explain?” 


She was puzzled by my sudden request, but she seemed to understand my intention 
as her face turned bright red. 


“Hm? What’s wrong, Umi?” 

“U-uhm... D-Do I really need to close my eyes?” 

“I mean, it would be awkward if you don't...” 

“I-I don’t want to...” 

She turned her face away, but I wouldn’t back down easily. 

“It might hurt the first time, Umi, but don’t worry, I'll be gentle.” 
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“W-what are you talking about, idiot?!” 


She tried to shake my hand away, but I had a firm grip on her hand, so her attempt 
was useless. 


“J-Jeez! I love you, Maki... But this is all so sudden! I’m not ready!... At least set the 
mood properly first!” 


“Just accept it, Umi. You can’t run away anyway.’ 

I cornered her to the edge of the couch while slowly approaching her. 
“B-be gentle, please?” 

“Well, don’t worry about it, I'll be careful...” 

“I-Idiot! Maki, you're a pervert!” 


She eventually gave in, but her body was still tense. She squeezed her eyes shut while 
putting her pouty lips forward.” 


“Then, here I go...” 
“M-mm...” 

I held her hand while moving my face closer to hers. 
“Ora!” 

“Ouch!” 


I flicked her forehead with a moderate amount of force. 


“Idiot. I’m not going to force myself on you like that. Anyway, sorry, that hurted a 
little, no?” 


“Uu... I-It’s fine. I was just surprised, I didn’t expect that...’ 


“Also, I misled you, sorry. But there’s no way that I'd tell you honestly that I’m about 
to do that. Also, the opportunity to tease you was too good to pass up.” 
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“So, that was intentional... you jerk...” 
“Sorry...” 


“It’s fine. I teased you a lot in the past too, so I'll call it even. Anyway, I assume that 
head flick was a punishment of some sort?” 


“Mm... Something like that.” 


Now that this matter was settled, it was my turn to tell her properly about my 
feelings. 


“Hey, Umi, when you said that you were worried about going out with me, were you 
wishing that I would comfort you?” 


“Ugh...” 

“Don’t worry, it isn’t like I’ll be upset with you even if that’s the case.” 
“.J-just a little...” 

“Just a little?” 

“.N-no, I wanted you to comfort me! I was anxious, okay? Go easy on me...’ 
I figured that was the case. 


“Well, truth be told, I want to comfort you. Saying cheesy words like ‘I’m not going 


J » 


to betray you’, or quelling your anxiety with an ‘I love you’... 
“Then, why didn’t you do that?” 


“Because that wouldn't solve anything. Those words will ease you temporarily, but 
your anxiety won't go away just like that.” 


Maybe if I were to soothe her with my words, her feelings for me may deepen, and 
we might progress our relationship further. 


But, I didn’t do that because I knew better. I knew a certain couple that fell in love 
with each other the same way, but in the end their relationship became 
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irreconcilable. 
“Umi, would you like to hear about my parents?” 


“Are you sure?” 


a oy 
ann 


This wasn’t a good story or anything, but I wanted her to know about it. 
“I got it. Let me hear your story, Maki...” 
“Thank you, Umi...” 


It was winter during my third year of middle school, right around the time when 
Umi's friendship cracked. 


Trouble was brewing inside my house. 
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CHAPTER 62 
FROM NOW ON (3) 


It was during the winter of my third year of middle school. 


I think it was around Christmas when my parents divorced. I remember that it was 
snowy when it happened. 


The reason for the divorce was that they had some kind of conflict with each other. It 
wasn’t an affair or anything, though I haven't asked them the details. 


My parents didn’t get along badly, on the contrary, they got along really well. My dad 
was a busy man, he left early in the morning and came back late at night. He always 
treated mom well whenever he came back though, and he always took care of me 


whenever he had the time to. 


That was why even though I had no friends, I never felt lonely. Both my parents were 
there for me. 


My parents always seemed happy and our house was filled with joy. 


However, things changed when dad received a promotion and he got even busier 
than he already was. 


There were times when he was so busy that he couldn’t return home. He was young 
and he got his promotion early, which was why he had to show his sincerity by 


working even harder than before, that I understood. 


Tm going to work hard so the both of you can take it easy.’ | remember his words as 
he patted my head. 


Both me and my mom supported his decision. We couldn't see him often, but we 
decided to be patient for his sake. 


Thinking back, that was probably the first trigger for their divorce. 
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Stuck between his family and his job. At first, both of them were thinking that they 
were doing everything for the sake of each other, but because being apart for 
extended periods, the trust between them gradually disappeared. 


Before they knew it, their love for each other turned into something else entirely. 


The last memory I had of my family was when both my parents were signing their 
divorce papers. 


“Well, it isn’t much, but that’s my story. Both mom and I were devastated for a 
while, but we are doing better now.” 


“And your father?” 


“I haven't seen him lately, but he still occasionally contacts me. Maybe I'll see him 
again on New Year’s Eve.” 


I didn’t know the details about things like money and such, but my mom said that he 
sent some money to a bank account under my name for my tuition every month. 


“Anyway, that’s why I don’t really want to use words like ‘I love you’ or ‘I will never 
betray you’ like that. Words are cheap. I might love you now, but who knows what 
the future holds? That feeling might change over time.” 


I’ve seen a living example of that after all. 


I know that I’m an indecisive person. That’s why I can’t comfort her with sweet 
words like she expected me to. 


I mean, if I could, I would have nailed myself a girlfriend or two already, or at least 
made some friends. 


But I couldn't, that’s why I’m like this. 
“That's why, instead of doing that, lIl wait. You’re feeling anxious about being my 


lover, so I will do my best to treat you well as a friend and erase that anxiety of 
yours.” 
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“I see...” 
“I think that’s my best option here...” 
I pointed to the floor of my house and told her, 


“Umi, next week, I’ll be waiting for you here, in this house. Of course, you're free to 
do whatever you want, but if you need me, I'll be here for you.” 


Continuing to do the things that I’ve always done for her. 

That was the best answer I could give to her. 

“Maki...” 

“W-what is it?” 

“You know, you're a troublesome man.” 

“Well of course. I’ve been a loner for all my life, there’s a reason for that.” 
“Jeez, honestly... What the hell are you thinking...” 

After saying that, she let out a chuckle. 

Her expression right now was the best I’ve ever seen from her. 

At least for now. 


“Fine, I get it. So the question of whether we should be lovers or not will be put on 
hold, alright?” 


“Sure. Like I said, I’ll wait for you, so take your time.” 
“Thank you, sorry for being such a pain in the ass.” 
“It’s fine, that’s the Asanagi I know, I’m used to it.” 


“Why are you suddenly calling me by my family name? Maki, that’s just too much.” 
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“I mean, we're just friends now, right?” 


“That's not a reason to suddenly act distant. This is why you’re a loner, you keep 
distancing yourself from other people.’ 


“Who cares? I’m fine as long as you're here with me, Umi.” 

“T-that’s... W-well, I’m happy to hear that, but...” 

Her face suddenly turned red. 

I wonder what Amami-san would think if she were to see us right now. 
Our idiotic couple act. 


“Ah, jeez! Let’s stop talking about this! Who cares if we're lovers or not? We should 
just do things at our own pace! That’s fine with you right, Maki?!” 


“A-ah... yeah, sure...’ 


“Then, it’s settled! That’s what we'll do from now on! Anyway, let’s play another 
round! Turn the game on, Maki! I’m going to win today!” 


“Okay, sure...” 

So we decided to go back to our routine, but... 

“You know what, Umi?” 

“W-what?” 

“It’s hard for me to play if you're clinging to me like this.” 
“I feel like doing it, got a problem?” 

“Nope...” 

We stayed like that until she had to go home. 


I knew that this probably wasn't the right thing to do and since we liked each other, 
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we'll have to step out of our comfort zone eventually so that we could officially 
become lovers. 


But for now, I think it’s fine for us to live our life happily like this for a while longer. 
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CHAPTER 63 
KISSES ARE ONLY FOR LOVERS 


I wasn't sure whether we were friends or lovers, or whether our relationship took a 
step forward or backward, but ever since that day, our time together had increased. 


Rather, we actually tried to increase it. 

During the morning. 

I had just woken up when I heard the doorbell ring. 
“Yes, yes, this is Maehara.” 

{Good morning, Aunt Masaki. Is Maki awake?} 


“My, good morning, Umi-chan. Maki just woke up. Seriously, that child has a terrible 
sleeping habit.” 


{Got it. Then I'll try to give him some ‘encouragement’} 
“What the hell are you on about?” 
When she heard my voice, Umi’s expression brightened. 


If she’s here to wake me up, that means she must have woken up even earlier. I’m 
amazed that she could be so fired up this early in the morning. 


{Good morning, Maki. I’m here to pick you up.} 
“Mm... Good morning. Come on in, quickly... Have you eaten breakfast yet?” 
{I’ve eaten already. But I won't refuse if you give me some rice, eggs and miso soup.} 


“Eating two meals early in the morning, is your stomach a black hole?” 
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We started going to school together whenever we had the chance. Though we 
weren't alone because we would meet up with Amami-san along the way. 


..Also, she has been getting more clingy lately. 

“Excuse me... Woah, your bed hair looks terrible. Come here, I’! fix it for you.” 
“It’s fine, l'I fix it myself later. Just sprinkling it with water should do the trick.” 
“I said, l'Il fix it for you. Just come here and stop complaining.” 

Then she proceeded to fix my bed hair with wax and a comb. 

“Why are you looking at us like that, mom?” 


“Hm~? Nothing~ I just thought that I don’t have to worry about your future 
anymore.” 


“Is that so?” 


She proceeded to stare at us for five whole minutes. Before I realized it, Umi finished 
her job already. 


“Alright, that’s it. What do you think?” 
“Mm... It isn’t half bad...” 


She handed me a hand mirror. My terrible bed hair had changed into a neat looking 
one. 


It was against the school rules to put too much wax on, so we couldn't exactly style 
our hair up, but this was so much better than how I usually dealt with it. 


If I could hide the dark circles below my eyes, I would look more presentable, 
probably. 


“So, say the magic word?” 


“Thank you...” 
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“Hehe, you're welcome. You look cool, Maki.” 

“Even if you flatter me, I won't give you anything.” 

“Tm just telling the truth. You look slightly better than usual.” 
“Oi” 

Of course she took the chance to tease me. 

“Oh my, oh my!” 


On the other hand, my mom was being rowdy on her own. She started taking 
pictures with a digital camera for some reason. Seriously, what is she doing? 


It had been a while since Umi started visiting us in the morning, but during that time 
she had become a part of the Maehara family. 


I guess that means I have to start visiting her family to make it even. 


According to Umi, Sora-san had been telling her husband about me, so I had to 
introduce myself soon whether I liked it or not. 


Also, it seemed like our mothers were bonding even quicker than we were. 
Apparently, ever since the sleeping over incident, they kept in touch with each other 


frequently and became considerably close. 


Anyway, I made my mom leave the room to make space for both me and Umi to have 
breakfast together. 


The food tasted the same, but I wonder why I felt more energetic while eating? 


Also, maybe I should try to exercise once in a while. Umi had been nagging me about 
it. 


“Alright, all done. It’s a little early, but we should get going.” 
“Alright. Yuu told me she just left her house.” 


We cleaned up the dishes and left the house together. 
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We didn't hold hands out in the open because it was embarrassing. We didn’t have 
much trouble doing it inside the house, but we were still embarrassed about 
displaying our affection publicly. 

“Ah right.” 


“Hm? What is it?” 


“You know, the thing that I told you previously? The thing about your cute smile or 
something...” 


“Ah... The thing about how I got the cutest smile in the world?” 
“What are you on about? Are you high?” 
Well, she could interpret it that way if she wanted to. 


“Muu... Let me have it okay? I mean, I’ve been acting like an honor student for a long 
time now... Let me be selfish for once...’ 


“Sure, sure...” 

Umi decided to reveal her true self to Amami-san little by little, but in front of the 
rest of the class she still wore her honor student mask. The whole lover’s hold 
incident changed everyone’s perspective of her though. Personally, I thought she 


should use this as an opportunity to show everyone her true self more. 


“Mm... I could stop, but I don’t want to even if it’s tiring. Besides, Yuu has been 
starting to pay more attention to me, so it isn't all bad... Also...” 


“Also?” 

“Tm going to say it only once... So, listen properly...” 
“Okay?” 

“I... Only want to show my real smile to you...” 


She grabbed my sleeve as she muttered that embarrassing line. 
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I wasn't the one who said it, but my face felt extremely hot. 


It’s good that we're the only ones here in this elevator. I wondered what would 
happen if someone were to suddenly enter at this time? 


She’s such a sweetheart and she’s really cute, but I wish she would think about the 
timing a little. 


“S-sorry... l-I shouldn't have said that with that timing... I just embarrassed myself... 
Ugh...” 


“L-Let’s just pretend that it never happened, okay?” 

“R-Right... sorry...” 

As I got off the elevator, the cool winter breeze cooled my burning cheeks. 
It was another cold day. 


Maybe after a short walk, the heat in my cheek would cool down even more and the 
pounding in my chest would eventually stop. 


“Ah, Maki, wait. You dropped something.” 

“Eh? Was it the key to my hou-” 

At that moment when I turned around, I felt a soft sensation against my cheek. 
“U-Umi??” 

“Hehe... You let your guard down...’ 

She moved away while holding her index finger to her lips. 


“We'll do it on the lips after we properly become lovers, okay?... Then, I’m going to 
meet up with Yuu first...” 
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“Ah... O-Okay... Got it...” 

“Ehehe... See you later...” 

Umi, whose face was red up to her ears, giggled and ran away. 
“Seriously, she is so...” 

Never mind, I was wrong. 


My burning cheeks and the pounding of my chest didn’t subside at all. 


To be continued 


A/N: To be continued in part 2, titled ‘Christmas’ 
T/N: Finally finished the first arc, thanks for all the support! If you’re wondering, the 


next arc is really good. It’s shorter than the first arc, but there are a lot of good 
moments there, so, look forward to it! 
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